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Proverbs 31:10-31 

Psalm 1 

James 3:13-4:3, 7-8a 

Mark 9:30-37 

 

On welcoming the child: God who comes to serve  
 

 

Leadership has become a hot topic in recent years.  It reflects the dilemma we have 

about how to run things properly and achieve our goals in an ever more complex and 

challenging world.  But secretly we think that the problems will be solved, if only we 

have a certain kind of leadership.  Even Ministry is being thought of as Leadership. 

But what kind of leadership are we looking for?  The Uniting Church is getting press 

coverage lately because of a struggle over leadership in one of its schools.  The 

former Chaplain has complained that the values driving the School Board have 

become corporatised and left no room for the ethos and values of the Church in what 

is not a corporation but a school – a church school at that.   

 

Next to this story in the Saturday Age was a report of how the leader of a breakaway 

Amish sect, a Christian group that lives according to principles of simplicity 

developed in the 17
th

 Century, dealt with rebellious elements in his community by 

humiliating them in the worst way he could.  He broke into their homes in the middle 

of the night, pulled the men out of bed, and cut off their beards and long hair that 

distinguishes them from the rest of society.  This is a novel approach to pastoral 

leadership, but it is not being recommended in the Parish Restructure. 

 

Jesus’ journey through Galilee to Jerusalem came to have enormous significance 

because it ended in his suffering and death, and the proclamation of the resurrection.  

On the way he spent time teaching the disciples about what would happen, but they 

were impervious to his words.  Their silent response is the first of two in the text for 

today.  

   

When they arrived a Capernaum he asked about an argument they were having on the 

road.  They were again silent, and it was deeper than the last, because they had been 

discussing who of them would be the greatest, and they knew their quest would not sit 

well with him.  The grand designs for their personal future had caught them out.  

Unable to articulate a response to his teaching about self-sacrifice, then and faced 

with having to explain a competitive, self-serving interest in power and position, they 

had nothing to say.  

 

The urge to be the greatest and to dominate over others, and its consequences, is well 

known.  James spells it out as the cause of splits and disputes in congregations, and 

we see signs of it every day in the form of national conflict, in the corporate global 

economy, and in the workplace.  People want power.  Achieving greatness means 

being able to attract the rewards it brings.  Having power means being able to triumph 

over your opposition and leave a mark on society.  



Jesus took the twelve aside and gave them a dramatic demonstration of the sort of 

ethos he expected to find amongst his “leadership team”.  He used a child to make his 

point, and in doing so introduced a perilous image.  It is true that in Christian tradition 

childhood symbolises the innocence of life before the Fall.  It is true that in life 

children are valued for their spontaneity, their ability to act without forethought or 

afterthought, for their capacity to be self-contained and their (sometimes) non-

aggressive behaviour.  But Jesus did not reach for any of this.  He placed in the midst 

of the disciples, and embraced before their eyes a child who, in the Graeco-Roman 

world had no status or rights, and until they reached adulthood, was always under the 

authority of another.  For a person outside the family to welcome a child as Jesus did, 

was to turn social values upside down.  It required the person to abandon all ideas of 

self-importance and adult status, simply to meet the child as an equal: as “child” to 

child [Byrne A Costly Freedom, p 152].  

 

To self-aggrandising disciples who were competing against each other to be the first 

he said: your real worth will be seen in how readily you can put yourself aside and 

embrace the least among you.  If you have the capacity to do that, you will not only 

embrace the least: in them you will embrace me, and more than that.  You will 

embrace the one who sent me. 

   

Jesus’ gesture was a prophetic parable that proclaimed an uncommon leadership style.  

It underlined the reversal of values that lies at the heart of the gospel based on the 

proclamation that God comes to us as one who serves.  This stands as a sign of what 

the mission of the church is really about.  The call is not to imitate the child.  The call 

is to imitate Jesus in welcoming the child in his name.  The child symbolises the least: 

the child, the stranger, the senior, the sinned against, those who suffer injustice or 

who are robbed of dignity and life.  And Jesus challenged his leadership team to adopt 

an uncommon approach to the other that is an exact reflection of the way God deals 

with us in him.   

 

I keep a copy of Raphael Sanzio’s El Cardinal (1510) nearby my work.  Through 

contact with Catholic Seminarians I discovered a thing called “scarlet fever”: the 

ambition that drives a person heading for ordination to forgo the humble work of 

ministry and seek high office in the church. The Cardinal is a reminder that seeking 

power for its own sake is not the task of ministry, or of members of the church.  The 

silences in this text proclaim what the disciples failed to understand: that walking the 

way of the cross with Jesus means putting aside the “normal” quest for power.  It does 

not mean giving up the ego or having no strength or practicing low self-esteem.  It 

means having the ego under control so that it is possible not only to embrace the least, 

but to choose to be the least.  Here Mark delineates a new centre of life, a source of 

power, based entirely on the model of Jesus who was humiliated and crucified.  And 

the community, which is meant to take its cue from him, and demonstrate what he has 

done for the world to see, is the church. The church is called to allow itself to be 

caught up into Christ’s agendas and live according to the paradigm of the cross, so 

that the power of suffering love may break down the barriers and prejudices rampant 

self-seeking creates amongst us, and flow out to the world.  In a week when Jean 

McCaughey is very much in our thoughts, it is easy to see that in her the world had a 

person of uncommon leadership that consistently expressed: outward going care and 

concern for the well-being of the least.  



According to worldly standards, Jesus’ challenge to embrace the child is a painful and 

humiliating thing to undertake.  But the Gospel is, God, in the humiliation of the 

cross, has already embraced us as his children.  And God has promised to be with us 

in the ones we embrace in Jesus’ name.  When that happens it means our theology and 

worship has become more than phraseology: more than mere words.  It will be a 

living expression of the life of God, here and now, in this neighbourhood, or wherever 

the church lives faithfully.  If you are looking for the source of true greatness and 

power, this is it.  And the consequence of being part of this is that we will belong to a 

truly diverse community.  One that has been freed to live in the reconciling love 

gifted to it in Christ.  And there is no treasure we can have that can compare with such 

a gift. 

 

*** 

 


