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Mark 10:35-45
I saw a newspaper headline Friday morning, “Nation riveted by Balloon Boy story.” See, I don’t think that’s right. It was mildly interesting, perhaps. Pam and I watched a few minutes of the coverage until it became clear that the one thing the reporter didn’t know was if there was even a story here at all! As it turned out, there really wasn’t. But that didn’t stop the so-called coverage. We just turned it off. I don’t think the nation was riveted. I think the broadcast media were.

That may very well be a parable for those of us in the church today. We had our General Convention this summer, and Diocesan Convention comes up next month, and we think that all this is so very important. And maybe it is – to us. I doubt that anyone else much cares. That doesn’t stop us from firing off resolutions to Washington, sometimes to Harrisburg, I’ll bet, or to Mayor Nutter’s office – Here’s what the Episcopal Church thinks! Our words, I dare say, are politely received, and then quietly ignored. We are the only ones in love with the sound of our own voice.
Even right here, at Holy Apostles, we need to think carefully about this. We quite rightly want to let others know what we are doing. We quite rightly hope that others, driven by the same hopes and aspirations and hungers as us will come. So of course we advertise all the wonderful things we do and all the wonderful people who are here, but is that all?
Yet aren’t we supposed to witness to our faith? Of course! Yet it seems that so often in our long history the Church witnesses most often to itself. Ours the hand that guides the steers the ship through calm and storm!  “Onward, Christian soldiers, marching as to war, with the cross of Jesus going on before! At the sign of triumph Satan’s host doth flee; on, then, Christian soldiers, on to victory!”
Our study group is working through Peter Gomes’ book, The Scandalous Gospel of Jesus, and Gomes talks specifically about that old familiar hymn and others like it – the militaristic hymns, the hymns of battle and victory. Yes, a certain nostalgia surrounds them, but most have been removed from our hymnal. It isn’t because we have grown soft on sin. It isn’t because we no longer believe in the struggle between good and evil. It is because maybe, at last, we are beginning to learn that God has already won that battle, and completely without our help. Maybe at last we are beginning to learn that evil is not conquered by overwhelming might and the shout of righteous armies, but by the Cross which quietly accepts the worst that evil can do, and then simply loves it away.
“Whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all. For the Son of Man came not be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.”

We are still, I hope and pray, striving to learn that lesson; that, in fact, if we are striving at all we are striving with ourselves, striving to lay aside the overbearing needs of our egos and to take our proper place as God’s servants, and thus as servants to all God’s people. There are plenty of people today who are hungry and hurting, and not all of them live in poverty or on the streets. But they all have this in common – they don’t want to be sold another bill of goods. We do not have a product to market, we have a gospel to proclaim; and the only way to do that is to kneel in the places of pain and need with those who suffer and be for them God’s love incarnate.
I wish I could claim these words as my own, but I cannot. I found them on the internet this week posted by an anonymous blogger, “In everything Jesus said and did, he sought to make whole the brokenness of those around him. The world he entered expected him to triumph as a warrior; instead, he ministered as a healer. And I think God wants the same from us. God doesn’t want us to win. [God] wants us to heal.” (Blog site From the Salmon, 2/19/05)

