Mark 10:17-31

Loving, gracious and challenging God, may the words of my mouth and the meditation of each one of our hearts be always acceptable in your sight, for you are our rock and our redeemer.  AMEN.

I’ve been trying to think a way to capture Jesus message for us today, and so I’ve got a little activity for everyone.  (This is a little different for any who are new with us today.)  I’d like you to pull out the strange insert in your bulletins with circles on it.  And get ready to write…(ushers pass out pens)

Innermost circle: beloved ones, best friends, beloved family members. (try not to write over the dotted lines.) – most affection for.
Next: Your friends, “Facebook” friends, people you know and like, but not your very closest.  Other family members you like too.  Your Aunt Sue, your buddy at work, people who don’t quite make the cut for the innermost circle…
Next: Your acquaintances, the guy at the coffee shop you always say hi to, the woman at church who’s name you can’t remember, but you know you’d like her if you made a connection.  Whoever you’ve shaken hands with…
If you’ve been doing looking on with someone, that’s ok, but now I want you to stop…this is between you and God.  (“cover your paper,” like my teachers used to say)

Next:  People you don’t know.  And people you definitely don’t like.  People who’ve upset you.  Bullies in your past.  People who break the law.  People you even hate.  Cruel people, mean people [pause]  I’d like you to also, unless you already have, write the poor, the hungry, the forgotten.  Just write that out in the space.  Write God’s creation. Specifics if you like: refugees of Somalia, malnourished children of Haiti, the hearing impaired, people who are HIV positive, grey whales, sequoia redwoods, howler monkeys, etc. [allow time]
Now tear along dotted lines & inverse…like this…see how it makes a cross?   [come down from the pulpit]
Look at it.  Who’s in the center now?  (OK if it’s a little shredded.  We don’t sing about the “old rugged cross” for nothing.)

How was this for you?  Can you relate to the young man who went away grieving?  Aw man!

Was it easier to write down those you like or those you don’t like?
Did anyone see this coming?  Interesting.  We talked yesterday in confirmation about how sometimes we know exactly what God wants us to do…we just don’t want to do it.  And we go away grieving.  
But this is the thing…look at verse 21.  Someone read it.  

That’s the hinge, sisters and brothers in Christ.  Jesus looks at us too, and first loves us.  Then challenges us.  Everyone, everything you wrote on this page is important to God and is loved by God.  But the cross inverts our world.  And this is why—in the Gospel of Mark, especially—people kept abandoning Jesus.  We’re in Chapter 10.  In Chapter 15 he is crucified.  And the more he keeps talking the more people keep leaving.  You can imagine the numbers of followers of Jesus in Mark like a funnel.  
These are tough words for us today.  But know that Jesus loves us first, before challenging us.  We are loved first.  We are welcomed to the center, like children and then sent out to the edges of what we can handle—to care for those that no one else seems to care for, those who we don’t even care for.  And this is not easy.

You know Fred Phelps is one of the people I wrote down on the outer circle, when I did this exercise early this morning.  Anyone ever heard of Fred Phelps.  Some see him as a prophet, but most, I think, just dismiss him as one of the more brutal faces of hate in our country.  Fred Phelps is infamous for showing up at funerals of gay or lesbian U.S. soldiers, picketing with signs that say “God hates fags.”  In fact, that’s the name of his website, and I understand that if you go there, you can see a running clock.  Years, days, hours, minutes, seconds of how long Matthew Shepherd has been burning in hell.  He quotes bible passages and terrifies many…not just people who are gay or lesbian.  Fred Phelps is coming to San Diego next Saturday.  He’s picketing a Jewish Chabad Center.  
These are conservative, Orthodox Jews, this time that he’s going after.  Saturday is their holy day of course, and Phelps and his people have decided to picket as they come to worship.  They’ll stand outside on the street in University City with hate-filled signs…that accuse the Jews of killing Jesus, and condemning them to hell for doing so.  This is not someone I’m fond of.  In fact, I abhor Fred Phelps.  

And yet, this is someone, despite my shortcomings that God not only has room for, this is someone that God puts in the center.  Not condoning, not blessing anything he does or says, I believe.  God does hate his hatred.  But God loves Fred Phelps, God knew Fred Phelps when he was in his mother’s womb.  Loved him first.

Jesus calls us to follow him on this journey to the cross.  And this calling is not a cold, harsh, fall-into-line-and-shut-up, a number-hungry I-need-you-and-as-many-as-you-can-get-with-you “just come on.”  Christ’s call is love first, then challenge.  [pause] And frankly the kind of love that Jesus is calling us to, the kind of sacrifice, the kind of foolishness of the cross (as the Apostle Paul) calls it, the kind of ridiculous love (like trying to love someone I abhor)…that kind of love is impossible without God first loving us.  We can’t just fall into line and do it.  We have to know that Christ first looks at us and loves us. 
Jesus talks about the kingdom of God today.  A picture of the kingdom of God is what you put together today on these little pieces of paper.  The kingdom of God, the realm of God is not just something far off that we can’t ever attain or even imagine.  We will never be able to complete it, but we can start it, here and now.  At the very least, we can imagine it.  Every time you look up at this cross from now on, remember/imagine this crazy inversion, how the poor, the hated, the lonely and lost are at the center.  Take your little slips of paper home with you, glue them onto your bible, or put them in a special place where you can always remember this inside-out love that God has for you and for this world.  Thank God, the last shall be first, and the first shall be last.  AMEN.    

