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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

18th Sunday after Pentecost; September 23rd, 2018 

Mark 9:30-37 

“Lowering Our Sights” 

~~~~~~~~ 

   They went on from there and passed through Galilee. He did 

not want anyone to know it; for he was teaching his disciples, 

saying to them, “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.” But they did not understand what he was 

saying and were afraid to ask him.  

   Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the 

house he asked them, “What were you arguing about on the 

way?” But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with 

one another who was the greatest. He sat down, called the 

twelve, and said to them, “Whoever wants to be first must be 

last of all and servant of all.”  

   Then he took a little child and put it among them; and taking 

it 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.”  

~~~~~~~~ 

The Gospel of the Lord. 

Praise to You, O Christ. 

~~~~~~~~ 

During one of my trips to St. John’s Abbey, a Benedictine 

Monastery in Collegeville, Minnesota, where I have been on 

several retreats, I had lunch with a couple of the monks who had 

just finished teaching classes at the University there –  St. 

John’s University.  Lunch time is always bustling in the 
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monastery.  Breakfast in the monastic refectory is eaten in 

silence and the evening meal always begins with silence and 

then readings from the Rule of St. Benedict and then for fifteen 

minutes a monk reads from a book chosen by a committee  –  

even monks have to serve on committees  –  and then there is 

conversation.  But lunch time is a free for all.   

 

This was a year before the monastery had built a large guest 

house so I, as a clergy man, was allowed to stay in the monastic 

quarters.  This allowed me to pretend to be a monk for a week. 

I went to all services and ate every meal with the monks. During 

this particular meal one of the monks was talking about a story 

he presented to the students of his class.  I am vague on the 

details, but I have the main points right.  The story was about 

when Captain John Smith landed on the shores of the what is 

now Virginia in 1607 and his encounter with the Powhatan 

Indians.  The story could be from his second trip to New 

England in 1614, or, the story might not have involved Captain 

John Smith at all. Knowing whether or not it is Captain Smith 

does not take away from the question being raised in the story.  

 

At any rate, the story was told that Captain Smith (or whoever) 

anchored his ship away from shore and came to land in a 

smaller boat.  The Indians encountered on shore were 

marveling at the small boat the Englishmen had rowed to land.  

Captain Smith, being a man impressed with the size of things, 

said – “You think this is big, look out there.” He then pointed 

out the larger ship out from land, but the Indians did not see it.  

They just could not see it ... though it was in plain sight.  To the 

Indians there was only water and the horizon; they saw no ship.  
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Why not?  That was the question this philosophical monk was 

presenting to his class –  why could the Indians not see the 

ship?   

 

The monks and I talked about this story.  Our conversation 

went to the idea that reality is somehow defined by language.  

We don’t see things for which we don’t have language.  That 

seemed to be the point one of the monks was making, but I 

could not wrap my brain around that thought.  I said something 

along the lines of “well, if that is the case, there must come a 

time in our development when we stop seeing things we don’t 

have language for because a baby sees before she can speak and 

then starts putting words to the things she sees.”  I then went on 

to say that I thought the Indians must have seen something.  

Maybe they thought it was a mountain rising up out of the sea or 

maybe a big tent, but surely they saw something.  Not to be 

deterred by my suggestion that we must have some kind of 

cut-off time for seeing and naming, one of the monks talked 

about the idea that we are born with a type of cultural sensitivity 

to language that allows infants to see things and learn names to 

things that are a part of their cultural milieu.  It was an 

interesting conversation, but I did have a strong sense that 

monks have more time to think of such things than I do. 

~~~~~~~~ 

There is a point here, however, that I think is relevant to this 

sermon.  I do think we can be blind to certain things, to certain 

people.  I do think for some reason we can look right through a 

person or thing if our mind is on something else or if we have 

been conditioned not to notice.   

~~~~~~~~ 
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Cyclists and motorcyclists are well aware of this phenomena 

because they encounter people driving cars that just look right 

past them.  Because we have been so conditioned to see cars 

and trucks on the roads we can look left or right and fail to see a 

motorcycle coming down the lane we are turning onto or across.  

It is not malicious or intentional, we just have not been trained 

to see what is there. 

~~~~~~~~ 

It also seems to me to be true that we are not trained to see the 

poor, the powerless, the children of our society.  Our vision is 

developed for recognizing power, wealth, important people who 

have positions of authority or positions of glamour.  We can be 

blind to the small ones in our midst.  It may not be malicious or 

intentional, but we can look right through those who are 

insignificant in terms of worldly position. It might be a 

primordial desire to know those who can protect us.  Our vision 

is wired for self-preservation.    

 

Jesus, however, had something to say about this phenomena.  

Jesus told the disciples and us that when we do fail to see the 

powerless we fail to see him.  When we look past the poor we 

look past Jesus. When we look past those who are vulnerable 

and insignificant in worldly terms, we look past Jesus.  Jesus 

was trying to train the eyes of the disciples to see that which 

they were prone to overlook, especially as they jockeyed for 

positions of greatness in the new Jesus movement.  Jesus came 

to clear our vision, to re-wire our vision, so that we can have 

eyes to see more clearly that all human beings are children of 

God... whether they can help us or hurt us or are insignificant to 

us.  
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~~~~~~~~ 

Then (Jesus) took a little child and put it among them; and 

taking it 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.” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Two stories – one from a saint and one from the SEC network.   

 

This first one is from an early biography of St. Francis by 

Thomas of Celano back in the 1200s  ....Then the holy lover of 

complete humility (Francis) went to the lepers and lived with 

them, serving them most diligently for God's sake; and washing 

all foulness from them, he wiped away also the corruption of the 

ulcers, just as he said in his Testament: "When I was in sins, it 

seemed extremely bitter to me to look at lepers, and the Lord 

himself led me among them and I practiced mercy with them." 

So greatly loathsome was the sight of lepers to him at one time, 

he used to say, that, in the days of his vanity, he would look at 

their houses only from a distance of two miles and he would 

hold his nostrils with his hands. But now, when by the grace and 

the power of the Most High he was beginning to think of holy 

and useful things, while he was still clad in secular garments, he 

met a leper one day and, made stronger than himself, he kissed 

him. From then on he began to despise  himself more and more, 

until, by the mercy of the Redeemer, he came to perfect victory 

over himself. Of other poor, too, while he yet remained in the 

world and still followed the world, he was the helper, stretching 

forth a hand of mercy to those who had nothing, and showing 

compassion to the afflicted (Thomas of Celano, First Life of Saint 

Francis).  
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~~~~~~~~~ 

None of us should berate ourselves because we are not St. 

Francis; rather, Francis reminds us that God is trying to shape us 

all in a certain direction, to help us see in a certain way.  We 

cannot all be St. Francis, but we can all begin day by day to 

open ourselves to a vision of one another that sees beyond 

differences and colors and faiths and status and every false 

division that seeks to divide us and make us less than the 

beloved community God created us, in all our differences, to be. 

~~~~~~~ 

This final story is based on one line I heard during a radio 

interview with John T. Edge (On Second Thought, Tuesday, 

September 18th, 2018).  John T. Edge has written and produced 

a series of programs that will run on the SEC network.  The 

series is called True South.  Of the series Mr. Edge says... in 

each city we focus on two restaurants that talk to each other in 

interesting ways.   From Barbecue joints to gas station ceviche 

cafes, we share the origins of these restaurants, forces 

threatening them and the believe systems supporting them... we 

tell stories about the past, present, and future of the South.  In 

the interview John T. Edge says of the series that they are 

asking the question – “Is the South forever divided or is the 

South knitting itself together (from a diversity of people)?”    

 

The first program takes place just north of Athens.  Mr. Edge 

interviews Beto Mendoza, who works with the immigrant 

community there.  John T. Edge asks him if he is a southerner.  

Mr. Mendoza says the South claimed him and now he is an 

Athenian.  Mr. Edge asked him what he sees in his 

neighborhood ... and here’s the quotation I want to use as the 
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near close of this sermon... Mr. Mendoza said... I see black, 

brown, white people working hard to make it in the new South.   

~~~~~~~~ 

May we have eyes to see one another as children of God 

working hard toward building lives in God’s new world of love. 

Amen. 


