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By now I hope everyone has read the emails and letter  
 announcing that my time as your pastor  
  will end at the close this calendar year. 
I turn 65 in early March, and the Session, 
 is graciously enabling me to go before I qualify for Medicare  
  by paying my health insurance for those few intervening weeks. 
Many of you have already called or written  
 with kind words and congratulations, along with regret 
  that our time in ministry together is coming to an end. 
It will be hard after three decades in ministry 
 to let this pattern of life go, but serving with you as my last installed pastorate  
  has been full of wonders, and I am confident 
   God has new and life-giving things in store for all of us.  
 
For those who may be surprised that I’m retiring now,  
 the fault is probably mine for not being willing  
  to share what’s been going on in my life. 
Two winters ago Rob had a mysterious infection. 
 Ultimately, he was unable to walk for seven weeks, 
  endured severe pain, an allergic reaction to medication, 
   near sepsis, hospitalization,  
    and five weeks of I-V antibiotics. 
Yet I did not do what todays’ psalm and gospel lesson call for. 
 Thinking I was being a good leader, 
  I tried to manage it without “bothering” the church, 
   doing everything for Rob myself until one day  
    about half-way through the disaster, 
     one of you heard he was ill and asked me, 
       “Is there anything I can do?” 
   I heard myself say that some meals would really help, 
    and realized I was fighting back tears.  
From that moment on things got much better. 
 Meals arriving made a huge difference  
  in our level of isolation and stress. 
Help in time of disaster is at the very heart  
 of what it means to be a covenant people, 
  and I foolishly left most of you out of the loop. 
   I did, however, learn first-hand that time with those we love 
    is precious and uncertain, and we need to treasure it while we can. 
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Rob received excellent treatment and physical therapy  
 and has almost completely recovered, 
  in part because we live in a first world nation, 
   have always been well-nourished,  
    have access to the finest health care, 
     and the resources to survive lack of employment. 
 But for many people around the world any such disruption, 
  whether caused by illness, political instability, or natural disaster,  
   can be unrecoverable without outside aide.   
  
We are in the second week of our three-week emphasis 
 on the global missions that BPC supports, or has initiated,  
  and the theme today is disaster assistance, 
   a need that reaches everywhere in the wake  
    of geologic or weather events or political instability. 
All of the mission coworkers and ministries we take part in  
 spend some of their efforts on responding to crises.  
The church that partners with our mission coworkers in Bangladesh  
 provides disaster assistance programs for the victims   
  of drought, flooding, storms, and land and fresh water losses  
   resulting from sea level rise.  
Citizens of Malawi cope daily with government corruption,  
 drought, hunger, and lack of access to medical care. 
Disaster assistance training is a primary ministry of CEDEPCA,  
 where volcanic eruptions and unauthorized mining operations  
  displace families and leave others without safe drinking water. 
The Presbyterian Disaster Assistance, our national agency, is one of the    
  most highly respected Disaster Response Agencies in the world.  
The stress, isolation, and sense of hopelessness 
 that being in the midst of chaos brings 
  is lessened the moment others reach out,  
   feed, clothe, house, support, or simply listen 
    to those who have no way of thanking them in return.  
You would think that of all people a pastor would know  
 that giving and receiving such aid is the heart of the gospel,  
  rather than to try and go it alone when life falls apart. 
I was standing in a stream of water at my feet, two years ago,      
 and did not reach down to take a drink. 
 
Psalm 1 is the first of the 150 psalms  
 that form the prayer and song book that is at the heart of scared scripture.  
  There are five books of Psalms, to mirror the five books of Torah Law.   
   As the first offering, Psalm 1 sets the pattern of life shaped by Torah law. 
Other models for the “good life” touted in that day and in this 
 emphasize acquiring status, material possessions, and self-sufficiency. 
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  Yet with those things can come anxiety, 
    meaninglessness, and often, despair. 
Psalm 1 makes the claim that the person who lives in the community of God    
 under covenant law, will be freed from anxiety, acquisitiveness, despair, and, 
  most of all, freed from self-sufficiency. 
According to Wisdom literature seeking to be self-sufficient, 
 adds up to being self-centered, indeed it means being wicked,  
  because it means turning one’s back on the needs of other people,  
   and thus on a relationship with God. 
One of the needs of other people is to allow them          
 to help you when you need help. 
Those who forego self-centeredness by keeping the law  
 will be like well-watered trees: steady, fruitful, and lush-leafed.  
 
In the gospel lesson Jesus tries to teach his disciples  
 that life centered on the self is the ultimate disaster,  
  the very crisis he came to deliver us from.   
The disciples are walking along a road in Galilee  
 talking about greatness. 
It was common in those days, the commentaries tell us, 
 for a rabbi to walk slightly ahead of his disciples. 
It sounds as though that’s what Jesus may have been doing, 
 walking just enough ahead so he didn’t hear  
  what the disciples were saying. 
Jesus had just finished telling them, yet again, that being Messiah 
 adds up to ultimate servanthood,  
  that he’s is going to Jerusalem where he will give up his life,      
   and then rise again. 
A few minutes later the disciples start their conversation 
 about which of them one be Jesus right hand man  
  after he succeeds in taking political power. 
   Clearly, they have not heard a word Jesus has said. 
Biblical scholars like to go on and on 
 about how thick-headed the disciples are,  
  particularly in the gospel of Mark, 
   spending what amounted to getting a college degree from Jesus 
    yet still misunderstanding his most fundamental teaching.    
     All that time and they didn’t get it. 
But their falling silent in this story says just the opposite to me. 
 I think they fell silent because they knew  
  they had been caught being self-absorbed and self-centered 
   in front of a man who was about to give his life away for their sake.  
    Their silence says that they did get it,  
     and they didn’t like it.   
 
Jesus never says whether he heard them, 
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 but what he does say suggests he did. 
Without putting it too bluntly, he tells them 
 that if greatness is what interests them, 
  they need to know what real greatness is. 
   “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” 
Like every good teacher Jesus doesn’t stop at words. 
 He wants to give the best example he can, 
  so he scoops a nearby child in his arms. 
   “If you receive a child,” he says, “you receive me.  
    In fact, if you receive a child, you receive God.’ 
It is hard for us today to be struck by this story  
      in the way of the first disciples.   
Jesus says the word “child” and we conger  
      the well-fed, well-loved children of our households,  
            children who represent the future.   
But in Jesus’ time children did not represent the future.   
      They were the property of their fathers,  
            the very lowest figures on the status ladder of their day,  
                  with fatherless, orphaned children the lowest and weakest of all.   
More importantly, when Jesus says “child”  
      he does not means simply children,  
            but all people who have no rank, no position, no power; 
                  everyone who is vulnerable and dependent on others  
                        and in no position to do anything for you in return. 
By taking a child in his arms Jesus is identifying himself 
 as a servant of those who can’t pay him back, 
  who can’t do him any good,   
   or bring him status in anyone’s eyes.  
    The word "child" in Aramaic, the language Jesus spoke, 
     is also the word for "slave." 
 
Take a moment to let that sink in. 
 In that culture patronage and connection were everything, 
  not unlike 18th century English society in books by Jane Austen. 
   Who you knew, who knew you, 
    and most of all who claimed acquaintance with you was everything. 
 That’s why elsewhere Jesus speaks of sitting at the low end of the table 
  so you can be invited to sit closer to the host, 
   and not the other way around. 
 It’s why the Pharisees are so appalled by the company Jesus keeps. 
  Absolutely everything about prospering in that culture 
   was based on rank, hierarchy, and cultivating the company 
     of people higher on the totem pole than you. 
 
Today what Jesus might have done to try and teach the disciples 
 that greatness means caring for those who can’t pay you back,  
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  today he might have put his arm around  
   an illegal immigrant mother separated from their children, 
    the Malawian father who has watched his children starve,  
     the family in Puerto Rico in a house that still has no walls  
      a year full after the hurricane, 
    the teenage girl in rising water in a flooded street in North Carolina, 
     the grandmother in a house in California that is no longer a house
      because it and all her possessions  
       were burned to the ground. 
We don’t hear any more from the disciples in this story.  
 If I had to guess what they thought about Jesus  
  identifying himself and identifying greatness with those unable to benefit him, 
   I would guess they remained silent and uncomfortable. 
    Not that different, in fact, from the way some of us probably feel. 
 
How do we reconcile a society that worships  
 being first, getting ahead, having the most, being self-suffient 
  with the news that greatness means helping those   
   least able to do anything for you in return? 
There are those who think that ‘the first shall be last’ ethic of Jesus  
 simply doesn’t allow for competition, 
  or anything that looks like personal success, 
    writes Presbyterian pastor Michael Lindvall.i  
And there are people outside the faith-- 
 the most famous being the German philosopher Nietzsche-- 
  who say that because Jesus said these things 
    about the last being first and the greatest being the least, 
    the faith he founded is a religion of based on mediocrity. 
"But,” says Lindvall, “they both misunderstand… 
 Jesus is not telling his followers to do things poorly 
  He is not advocating mediocrity or advising failure… 
   The issue for Jesus is not where you rank  
    in terms of achievement or success, 
     but rather what that achievement or success is for. 
“If achievement is essentially self-serving, 
 if the excellence, the striving is for your ego-gratification, 
  if it’s all about the fame of your name,  
   then it is a grand vanity,” Lindvall writes.  
 “It doesn’t matter at all if you are doing the striving  
  in a glass tower downtown or the school cafeteria,  
   or the church Fellowship Hall… 
If [on the other hand] your effort, if your achievement, if the excellence, 
 even the competition be–at least in some measure– 
  undertaken for the good of others,…,  
   then the striving is transformed, 
    transformed from self-gratification into something beyond self 
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     and it becomes glorious because it is beyond self.”ii 
When I first read these words of Lindvall’s  
 a few years ago I could not help but recall  
  that he was serving a really big church in the Northeast at the time 
   full of heavy weights, big time executives. 
  I wondered, unkindly, if he might not be reaching 
   to make Jesus’ words about servanthood  
    more palatable to people burdened by so much success. 
Lindvall has since retired and I can’t help but wonder  
 if he might put things more simply now that he is off that particular payroll. 
 
I like the story about the famous preacher at the gate of heaven story better. 
 He presented himself at the pearly gates  
  to receive what he was sure was his due. 
   St. Peter, however, was unable to find the man’s name on the list. 
As he searched the good parson began, rather anxiously, 
 to name his life’s achievements: 
  the prize-winning sermons he had preached, 
   the all-important churches he had served. 
Listing these things he slipped into a vague, self-satisfied expression, 
 smiling inwardly to himself as he recited his accomplishments. 
When he was finally done, St. Peter shook his head and said 
 “I’m sorry but I just don’t find your name on the list under clergy.” 
Dumbfounded the preacher turned and walked away. 
 He hadn’t gone too far when Peter called out to him. 
  “Reverend, I think I found your name. 
   Are you the guy who used to feed the birds?”iii AMEN. 
 
 
 
 

i Michael Lindvall, “First But Least,” September 18, 1994, First Presbyterian Church, Ann Arbor 
ii Ibid. 
iii Ibid. 
 

 
 
 

                         


