Mark 9.30.37

I’ve had this thought that’s been haunting me all week:

I could be a really good pastor these days, if it wasn’t for Jesus.

Let me explain what I mean.  A “pastor” is a shepherding word, the caretaker of the sheep, a guider of the flock.  The one who tends to the needs of inside group only…that’s a really good pastor.  Some have called roles like that in the church really more that of chaplaincy.  A chaplain is that loving person, with open ears and words of care and peace in times of pain.  Very important work.  A really good pastor.  A chaplain.   

Maybe that’s what you hoped you called a pastor to this place—a really good chaplain, a really good pastor.  Maybe that’s what I had hoped I would be—the one person who would have the right words at the right time.  That’s a wonderful feeling to be that person, for sure.  Perhaps you can relate to being the one person who said the right thing at the right time.  It’s wonderful, it’s needed, it’s transformative….all that.
The problem is:  I’ve been reading about Jesus in Mark, and I’m not convinced that he was a good pastor in this sense, a good chaplain.  This is the second week now that he’s leveled his disciples with earth-shattering Good News:  Last week it was give up everything, and follow him down the road of suffering…and mercy.  This week he expands on that, using a child as an illustration of one who is lowly, weak and unimportant.  Now, we would all probably argue there are still plenty of holes today in our system when it comes to care for children.  But what we’ve got today is nothing compared to how badly children were treated back then.  One of the reasons for that was that 60% of the children never reached age 16.  So why invest in children, emotionally and financially?  Children were seen as equals to slaves.  So Jesus putting the child in the middle can’t be sentimentalized:  Yes, we should all be sweet and innocent and trusting like children, and stop at that.  This is putting a modern-day twist on what Jesus was saying, and therefore missing the point.  Jesus was leveling his disciples again…flipping the world on its head.  

You must be a servant, Jesus says—diametrically opposed to the world’s definition of greatness: prestige, power, influence and money…YOU MUST BE A SERVANT.  Now keep in mind, Jesus was speaking to men at this time.  Jesus humbles men, and heals and empowers women in the Gospel of Mark.  Women in that day already knew something about servanthood.
So are you with me on this good pastor thing, if it wasn’t for Jesus?  Jesus was working with people, I’m sure, who were hurting, who had issues at home, who were lost and confused, desperate and estranged.  I wonder what those disciples had going on in their personal lives.  I think they were more human than just this blindly following mob.  They were social, sexual, political, familial beings just like you and me.  And Jesus plows them over with a call, with a challenge.  

I’ve been mad at Jesus this week.  Don’t make me say things that could upset your people, God!  I’d rather keep them happy, I’d rather socialize with them and comfort them and laugh and cry with them—tightening the bonds like a really good pastor does.  [pause]
I’ve been reading this book about preaching that suggests we not just keep falling back on our own personality as preachers week after week, regardless of the text.  [pause] In other words, if I’m funny and charming, or heady or blunt, or drab and monotone…that’s just me, that’s just the way I am.  But I’m being convinced that the truest preaching I can do, in order to be the truest I possibly can to the Word, I’ve got to leave myself and fall into Scripture.  (1. I tried this last week when I started out with a rather harsh ‘shame on you for not knowing the vision.’  2. And I made an intentional decision to go along with Dan KJ and Gina this week to Mexico on Thursday, to bring clothes and supplies to orphans whose names I don’t even know yet, who I can’t even speak to because I don’t know Spanish.  Thursday’s generally the day I make visits to people in the congregation, but I was trying to let the text work on me by at least directing my time toward something that world deems as worthless: children in Mexico.)  And this is a good challenge for all of us.  (not just a little insight into preaching strategies and that’s it…) Let the Word mold you.  Even in the times where perhaps this kind of a message is not exactly what you think you need right now.  “You know God, I came to church because I need to be cared for.  I’m sorry, caring for others in a self-giving kind of way” is not exactly what I needed to hear about, Jesus!  (That was probably true for the disciples as well.)  

But what happens, when the Word of God molds you?  

Give yourself to this Gospel, sisters and brothers in Christ.  Let it shape you, mold you, reform you into the person that God is calling you to be.  That’s a scary thing.  There’s not a lot of pastoral care, chaplaincy care, in these texts today.  It’s mostly about taking risks for the sake of servanthood and mercy.  

What happens, when that kind of a Word from God molds you?  

God was our creator way back then, and God is still our creator now—re-creating us now for servanthood and mercy, breathing new life and new perspectives into us now.  God didn’t just wind us up and let us go…and we just are who we are.  NO, God is at work here.  God is intimately involved even now, even in the midst of our brokenness and confusion.  God is shaping you now for faithfulness, for stewardship, for bringing the good news of Jesus Christ to all the world through all that you say and all that you do—“works done by gentleness born of wisdom.”  And in that work of humble service…forgiveness, healing, hope, joy, peace—all those things we’ve been longing for for ourselves, in that work of humble service that God sends us now to do, we don’t just hear about God’s grace, we taste it.   We taste forgiveness, healing, hope, joy and peace.  We taste it.  God is molding us today and evermore for tasting grace.  AMEN.
