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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

17th Sunday after Pentecost; September 20th, 2015 

Mark 9:30-37 

“Sight and Service” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Do you remember the name Albert Schweitzer?  I had never 

heard of him until my mother wrote a letter to the chair-people 

of a service group into which I was being installed as a leader in 

college.  My mother was invited to the ceremony; it was called 

“Transfer Day” for the Collegiate Educational Service Corps 

(C.E.S.C).  Leadership was being transferred from my friends 

to me, and neither my mother or my father could attend.  Mom 

wrote and letter that contained a quotation from Albert 

Schweitzer.  She wrote, in part, ... I am so very proud of the 

work which is being done through C.E.S.C.  It is a sad truth for 

all of us that we are often so busy straining to see what is ahead 

in the dimly distant future that we fail to serve and improve the 

conditions that are clearly present and needing our attention 

here and now...  All those involved in C.E.S.C. can never be 

accused of this.  Then mom concluded her letter with this: 

Allow me to pass on a quotation from Albert Schweitzer.  “I do 

not know what your destiny will be, but one thing I know: the 

only ones among you who will be really happy are those who 

will have sought and found how to serve.”  

 

Well, I hate to use that letter from my mom because you might 

take from it that I, who took on the leadership of the C.E.S.C. 

was saintly during my college years and never failed to see the 

needs clearly present near me.... ha! ha!  Maybe that thought 

never really crossed your mind – that your pastor could be 
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saintly?  Anyway, my real hesitation is that Albert Schweitzer 

was a master organist, medical doctor, philosopher, biblical 

scholar, lecturer, writer, missionary to Africa.  His life seems so 

far beyond what most of us can achieve that we take his words 

as impossible to put into practice.  The truth, however, is that 

his words about service apply to all of us whether we have lived 

in White County our whole lives or all over the world, whether 

we have college degrees or no degrees, whether we are well 

known or hardly known.  What Dr. Schweitzer said and my 

mother quoted –   I do not know what your destiny will be, but 

one thing I know: the only ones among you who will be really 

happy are those who will have sought and found how to serve – 

is very consistent with the teachings of Jesus.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus, after he had declared to the disciples that he was to suffer, 

die, and after three days be raised, noticed as he and the twelve 

walked to their next destination that the disciples were arguing 

among themselves.  Jesus asked them what it was about.  They 

did not tell him because along the way they had been arguing 

about who was the greatest among them.  Maybe they began to 

think about who would pick up the reigns of the burgeoning 

movement Jesus had started once Jesus was gone?  Maybe they 

wanted to establish among themselves who would be calling the 

shots in Jesus’ absence?  Maybe they were simply arguing 

about who Jesus loved the most?  Whatever it was they knew it 

was different from what Jesus would want from them; so, they 

did not tell Jesus what they were talking about along the way.   

 

Jesus knew what they were arguing about; so, he called them 

together and sat down.  He sat down.  This means what Jesus 
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had to say needed time to contemplate.  Jesus sat down.  This 

was important.  Jesus sat down – he wanted to take time with 

the disciples to give them an important word.  He said: 

“Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of 

all.” Then (Jesus) took a little child and put (the child)among 

them; and taking (the child) in his arms, he said to them, 

“Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, 

and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who 

sent me.” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Jesus wanted his followers to understand that service is the path 

to a meaningful, faithful life.  We are called by Jesus to look 

beyond our own needs, to look beyond our own fears, to look 

beyond our own status to the needs of our less visible sisters and 

brothers.  Jesus taking a child into his arms was a way of 

saying... “See this little boy, this little girl?  You were walking 

right past her because she is insignificant.  You did not see her 

because you were caught up trying to plan your own ascent.  

The children are all the invisible ones in our world.  Open your 

eyes to them and find ways to serve them as you make your way 

through the world and in that service you will find your place in 

God’s reign of love.” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Many years ago Will, our son who was then four year old, had 

taken all the cushions off the sofa and the pillows and had 

created a big, lumpy play area between the stripped sofa and the 

coffee table. (I remember this whole event because I wrote it 

down immediately afterwards to use in a sermon! Such is the 

fate of a pastor’s young children.)  Anyway, I jumped in with 

him and we just were lounging there for a few minutes listening 
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to the soundtrack from the movie “Cars.”  Life is a highway, 

Rascal Flatts was singing, I’m going ride it all night long.  Will 

looked over into the little alcove at the front door and saw a 

picture that has hung there since we moved into the house.  The 

picture belonged to my mom and dad;  it was a gift from me.   

 

When I came back from a trip to Europe while I was in college I 

brought back a print entitled “Madonna and Child” by 

Bartalome Esteban Murillo  –  a Spanish painter of the baroque 

period.  The painting is from sometime around 1638, and it has 

Mary in a flowing gown and the baby Jesus standing on her 

knee.  Will saw this painting –  seemingly for the first time –  

and said: “Is that me?”  “No,” I said, “that is the baby Jesus.”  

Will said: “He’s naked.”   

 

I had never noticed that fact before, but indeed, Jesus is naked 

but tastefully covered by his own knee and the silky shawl of his 

mother.  Most paintings of the Madonna and Child during that 

era –  and most eras I presume –  depict the holy family in 

styles and fabrics and with the skin tones of the society in which 

the painting is being painted and sold or commissioned.  Such 

was the case for this lovely painting by Murillo that had hung in 

my mom and dad’s home until they died, and now it hangs in 

our home.  A lovely, fair-skinned Madonna in maroon and 

green and the naked little Jesus boy.  Funny, I hadn’t really 

noticed Jesus’ nakedness before.   

Will was very soon down the highway one day here and the 

next day gone, but I wish now I could rework our conversation.  

When Will asked me “Is that me?”  I could have said: “No, it is 

Jesus.  But God came to us as a baby to remind us to always see 
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babies and little ones.  Everyone is special to God so Jesus 

came as a baby. God came to the world as a naked baby and 

isn’t that great!”   

Life is a highway, I’m gonna ride it all night long. 

~~~~~~~~ 

“Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of 

all.” Then (Jesus) took a little child and put (the child) among 

them; and taking (the child) in his arms, he said to them, 

“Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, 

and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who 

sent me.” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Several years ago a program was started in White County called 

“Backpack Buddies.”  This program began with lunch servers 

noticing children coming back from the weekend looking weak 

and unfed.  Turns out these children were not getting enough or 

any food during the weekend because of the poverty of their 

families.  Out of this observation a group was formed to pack 

food in backpacks for the children to take with them over the 

weekend.  My friend Andy Chambers, the pastor at First 

Presbyterian Church of Cleveland, has become very involved in 

the program and, in fact, was honored by the Chamber of 

Commerce for his service.  Several of you in this congregation 

have worked hard for this program as well.  It began with 

seeing the need and responding to it in service. 

~~~~~~~~ 

“Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of 

all.” Then (Jesus) took a little child and put (the child) among 

them; and taking (the child) in his arms, he said to them, 

“Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, 
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and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who 

sent me.” 

~~~~~~~~ 

A poem by the late Yehuda Amichai, the Israeli and Jewish 

poet, captures what I think Jesus was trying to teach about 

having eyes to see the people, even and especially the 

insignificant in our world.  This poem is entitled “Tourists,” 

and I will pick it up about mid way through.  The poem is 

recounting a group of tourists who are being led by a guide.  

The guide uses Amichai, out shopping for his family, as a point 

of reference... 

...once I was sitting on the steps  

near the gate of David’s citadel 

and I put down my two heavy baskets beside me. 

A group of tourists stood there around their guide 

and I became their point of reference. 

“You see that man over there with the baskets... 

a little to the right of his head 

there is an arch from the Roman period” 

“A little to the right of his head... 

but he’s moving... he’s moving.” 

So, I said to myself,  

redemption will come only when they are told 

“do you see that arch over there from the Roman period –   

...it doesn’t matter,  

but near it a little to the left and then down a bit 

there is a man  

who has just bought fruit and vegetables for his family.” 

 (NPR, “All Things Considered,” September 22, 2000) 
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With apologies to the memory of Mr. Amichai, I want to change 

his poem slightly and several times.  I admit it diminishes the 

poem but makes for a better sermon.  Here’s what I want to 

add.  In that last line.. .redemption will come only when they 

are told “do you see that arch over there from the Roman 

period – it doesn’t matter; but near it a little to the left and then 

down a bit there is a Palestinian, Israeli, Jewish, Muslim, 

Christian, light skinned, dark skinned, rich, poor, straight, 

gay, known, unknown, old, young man who has just bought 

fruit and vegetables for his family...  

~~~~~~~~ 

“Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of 

all.” Then (Jesus) took a little child and put (the child) among 

them; and taking (the child) in his arms, he said to them, 

“Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, 

and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who 

sent me.” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Lord, open our eyes that we may see  

all your children, especially  

the poor, the forgotten, the powerless,  

and then may we find ways to serve and to welcome them  

into the embrace of tender grace.  Amen. 


