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Sermon: "Me First Movement” – 9-23-18 - Mark 9:30-37 

Grace and Peace on this Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost– Pause and Reflect… 

When a standup comic is on stage telling a joke and no one laughs, there is 

usually a painful silence, an embarrassing and uncomfortable experience for both 

the audience and the comedian.  Whenever I have heard people at open mic 

nights, it’s hard not to feel for them when things aren’t going well on stage.  The 

term “dying out there” has been coined to describe what happens when the 

laughing stops and the deafening silence begins.  As most comedians would say; 

“dying” like that is not very fun!  You know what, in some way we are all 

comedians who fear “dying” like that, and will go to almost any lengths to keep 

that from happening, and not experience the pain of such embarrassment, that 

can strip ones self-esteem and value.   

Like any successful, career-minded group, the disciples “did not understand” the 

bigger picture.  They couldn’t see that Jesus “business flow chart” was just the 

opposite of what the disciples were considering, what they were planning and 

hoping would happen with Jesus as their Messiah.  The disciples were absolutely 

convinced that they would have the last laugh over on the “Non-disciples.”  
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So, with their delusions of grandeur, the disciples and Jesus were traveling 

together from Galilee to Capernaum; and when they reached Capernaum Jesus 

asked them; "What were you arguing about on the way?" 34 But they were 

silent, for on the way they had argued with one another (about) who was the 

greatest.  Jesus then sat down with the disciples and said to them, "Whoever 

wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all." 36 Then he took a little 

child and put it among them; and taking it in his arms, he said to them, 37 

"Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever 

welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me." Like little Kids the 

disciples had argued, and their silence indicated that they realized it was petty to 

argue about this matter.  Jesus uses a child as a metaphor for greatness, children 

who are dependent on others, innocent and vulnerable to the forces of the world 

and powers of the government, trusting until that trust is broken. Greatness is 

found in the weak, vulnerable, powerless, joy of a child, Jesus seems to be saying. 

But sometimes children are like my brother and sister and myself as I wrote in 

this week’s Digest article.  Growing up, one of the things we would do was call 

“dibs” to ride in the front passenger seat, often the complaint of the other two, 

who didn’t get the coveted spot next to mom or dad would be; “they always get to, 

it’s not fair.”    

Riding in the coveted front passenger seat made one feel more like an adult and 

privileged in some way.  It was almost a “seat of honor” for the one who was quick 

enough to call “dibs” for the spot.   Sitting in that spot made one feel a little better 

than the others who missed their chance.  So when Jesus addresses the argument 

the disciples have about one being greater than another he reminds them that 

being “greater than another” is not what Jesus’ ministry is about.  Jesus reverses 

the world’s ideas of “greatness” by using a child as an example.  

Yet we live in a “Me First” world, focused on “Me, Myself and Mine.”  A “Me 

First” understanding misses the point of what Jesus is talking about.  Of course, 

Jesus wants the best for ALL PEOPLE on this earth, but sometimes this 
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understanding has an exclusionist bent or focus.  Today’s text addresses this 

concept directly with the disciples and with us.  The “Make America Great Again” 

campaign slogan that we continue to hear implies that we 

haven’t been great or need to be great in certain ways; 

better than others, more powerful than others, richer than 

others, stronger than others and more self-centered than 

others.  Walls are built out of fear, policies are made to 

restrict, and laws are adapted to preserve “Me First” 

understandings, so that “Me, Myself and Mine” become 

greater than others. 

Jesus challenges this understanding today, there is no room in God’s Kingdom, in 

heaven or on earth for a “Me First” focus or a “Me, Myself and Mine” concept of 

servanthood.  Jesus shared this with his disciples, when he said; "The Son of Man 

is to be betrayed into human hands, and they will kill him, and three days after 

being killed, he will rise again." 32 But they did not understand what he was 

saying and were afraid to ask him. What were they afraid of? Were they afraid 

that they also might suffer like Jesus?  Were they afraid that they would lose 

everything they had been working towards?  Were they afraid that people would 

think less of them because of their association with Jesus, who would die a 

criminal’s death?  Or, were they afraid that they would lose the potential 

greatness of being part of the Messiah’s royal court in all of its glory?  I think all 

of it.  When people, when we are afraid we deny the reality of the situation and 

question the validity of anyone who might try to reality check with us.  We just 

don’t want to see the truth. 

The State Board of Education in TX voted last week to adjust what students in 

every grade are required to learn.  Among the changes, was the removal of several 

historical figures, including Hillary Clinton and Hellen Keller.  

All of this surprised me and then again it didn’t.  What one fears, is deleted or 

avoided or denied.  It did surprise me that Hellen Keller was recommeded to be 
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removed.  Why Hellen Keller?  So, I did some searching.  Even with her 

disabilities Hellen Keller seemed to be a threat because of her involvment with 

those considered radical at the time and the women’s sufferage movement. She 

wrote in 1916: “Women have discovered that they cannot rely on men’s chivalry 

to give them justice.”  

Keller, who was born in 1880 and died in 1968, was considered a lifelong radical 

participating in movements for social justice.  She investigated the causes of 

blindness, and discovered that poor people were more likely than the rich to be 

blind, and connected the mistreatment of the blind to the oppression of workers, 

women, and other groups, leading her to embrace socialism, feminism, and 

pacifism. The FBI kept Keller under surveillance for most of her adult life because 

of her radical views.  Hellen Keller never saw a contradiction between her crusade 

to address the causes of blindness and her efforts to promote economic and social 

justice. 

I only knew Hellen Keller because of her ability to cope with her disabilities and 

become a person of greatness for her capacity to impact others because of her 

perseverance, I now know so much more.  Her goal was never to be great, but to 

create change.  She was not a part of a “Me First” Movement but an “others first” 

movement.  I am certain she would have been supportive of the current day “Me 

Too” movement.  What she fought for certainly seems justifiable today, but was 

extremely radical for a WOMAN in her day, who was Blind and Deaf – truly 

Amazing! 

Even though the “Me First” Movement is alive and well today, we are reminded in 

our Gospel that being “Great” in the Kingdom of God, in heaven and on earth has 

nothing to do with the trappings of this world.  It is about being “attuned” with 

ourselves and God so we can be “attuned” with others.  Attunement is being 

receptive and aware, consciously attempting to reach a  wider audience while 

living in harmony. (the New Oxford American Dictionary (Kindle Locations 

31990-32001). Oxford University Press. Kindle Edition.) 
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 This sort of “Greatness” is more than a campaign slogan; it goes against this “Me 

First” idea and understands the “Greatness” of God in a whole new way.  God’s 

greatness comes as a child, innocent, vulnerable and powerless.  Trusting, weak 

and in need of others to survive.  This child is also joyful in all circumstances and 

loving without restrictions. This understanding of the Greatness of God 

challenges the very core of what humanity sees as GREAT because it comes in the 

form of a Cross, the Cross of love and grace. Amen. 
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