Make Church Great Again!
Mark 9:30-37
Make Church Great Again
Today’s sermon title seems controversial. “Make Church Great Again!” I know it sounds
similar to the popular political slogan “Make America Great Again.” I have deliberated for a
week as to whether I should use this sermon title or not in the current combustible political
climate. But I decided to use this sermon title because so many Christians today confuse the
political meaning of greatness with the Christian meaning of greatness. Some Christians
misunderstand the meaning of the biblical texts because they are so attached to their own
political stances.
I read a news article which was based on an interview with members of an evangelical
congregation. One of the interviewees said, “Love thy neighbor, meant “love thy American
neighbor.” Welcome the stranger meant the “legal immigrant stranger.” “The Bible says, “if you
do this to the least of these, you do it to me” “But the least of these are Americans, not the ones
crossing the border.” What do you think of this person’s interpretation of the biblical text?
This may be an extreme example of how Jesus’ teachings can be misunderstood and
distorted by one’s political views. Instead of projecting our own political views or desires onto
the Bible, we need to learn to listen to what Jesus Christ says to us through the Bible.
It’s Hard to Understand Jesus’ Teaching.
Of course, it is not always easy to listen and understand Jesus’ word, especially, when we
are so caught up in our own thinking and agendas. Jesus’ disciples were not so much different
from us. In todays’ scripture, Jesus announces what is to happen to him in the near future. He
will be betrayed and killed and three days after his murder, he will rise, alive. (Mark 9:31 MSG)
But the disciples were so caught up in their own understanding of Christ, they could not
understand Jesus’ words.
They believed Jesus to be the Christ, but they expected their savior to be a powerful
political liberator and victor not a weak loser. They expected Jesus to defeat the Roman empire
and bring them political liberation, so they were unable to comprehend Jesus’ message about a
Messiah who suffers and dies. What is more, they were afraid to ask any questions (Mark 9:32).
When you don’t understand something, what do you need to do? You need to ask
someone who can help you understand it. If you don’t know the directions, you need to ask
someone for the directions. The disciples could have asked Jesus what he meant by “the Son of
Man will be killed and will rise up.” But the Bible tells us, “They didn’t know what he was
talking about, but were afraid to ask him about it.” Why were they afraid to ask him? What were
they really afraid of?
Two months after Juhee and I arrived in Atlanta, Georgia, in 2008, we had a big quarrel
on our way to the Registry of Motor Vehicles. It had been just a couple of weeks since we had
moved to Atlanta, so I didn’t know how to get to the RMV. Back then, I didn’t have a smart
phone or a navigation device. So I looked up the directions to the RMV on the internet. I have a
pretty good sense of direction, so I didn’t print out the map and just followed my instincts.
Unfortunately, I could not find the big shopping mall in which the RMV was located. I thought I
had passed the mall so I turned back and went searching for it. Juhee told me that I’d better ask
someone for directions.
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But I didn’t want to ask for directions. Men don’t ask for directions. Right? I felt that I
knew the correct route. So I just kept going and ignored Juhee’s advice. According to Google
maps, it should take only 15 minutes to get to the Mall from my house. However, I could not find
the Mall after an hour of searching. Juhee stopped talking to me to express her displeasure.
Finally, I stopped the car and asked a lady for directions. But I didn’t really pay attention to her
answer because I was so sure that I knew the way and that I was on the right path even though I
could not find it. Honestly, I just pretended to ask for directions to fulfill Juhee’s wishes and
keep the peace in my family. After a one and half hour-long trip, Juhee and I finally got to the
RMV but the tension between this stubborn husband and his wise wife went on until that night.
Have you ever had a similar experience?
Why didn’t I want to ask for directions? Why was I afraid to ask for directions? One
reason was that I didn’t want to be embarrassed by speaking in my broken English. Also, I didn’t
want to admit that my sense of direction was not good enough. Asking for directions would be
like admitting defeat. Essentially, I didn’t want to admit my incompetence. I didn’t want to be
seen as an incapable person. That was the reason why I didn’t want to ask for directions.
We don’t like to be seen as incompetent losers to other people. We don’t want to look
stupid in front of other people. We care how we look to others. I suspect the disciples were afraid
to ask Jesus because they prioritized how they would look to each other rather than how they
could better understand who Jesus was and how he would live out his mission. The disciples
cared more about their reputations than truly knowing Jesus. They were afraid to ask a question
because they were afraid to admit that they didn’t understand and they didn’t want anybody
knowing that they didn’t understand what Jesus said.
Who is the greatest?
[ppt] Are you familiar with Pufferfish? When they feel threatened, what do they do? [ppt]
They inflate themselves. They fill their stomach with water until they become much larger and
look like a spiny ball! When people want to hide their weaknesses, what do we do? We do
exactly the same thing. We tend to puff ourselves up to make ourselves look bigger and better
than we really are. That was exactly what the disciples did.
On their way to town, the disciples debated with each other about who was the greatest.
They tried to make themselves look better and greater than each other instead of honestly
admitting their ignorance and incompetence. We can imagine Peter and Andrew bragging that
they were the first disciples Jesus called to follow him. Then, John said, “Yes. Yes. You might
be the first disciples, but I am his favorite.” Matthew jumped into the debate and said, “Do you
know where our all mission expenses came from? Out of my bank account! Who is the greatest
then?” Simon, the Zealot, said, “have you guys ever spilled your blood for your country? I have
fought for the independence of my country for years!” The disciples were trying to make
themselves look greater than the other. They boasted about what they had achieved. For them, to
be great meant to stand above the others. To be great meant to have more influence and power
over others and have a higher social status. Their understanding of greatness was based on their
achievement, possession, power, abilities and status.
What about our understanding of greatness? Every country tries to make their country the
greatest country in the world. The United States is one of them. Do you think that the United
States is a great country? Yes or no? Let us see a short movie clip.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bYFMzIi0WiY
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To define whether or not the United States is the greatest country in the world, we need to
think of what makes America great. What really makes America great? Is it the size of the
economy? Is it military power or its international influence? Many people seem to believe so.
Many churches also replicate this popular understanding of greatness in society. What
makes the church great? Is it a large membership count and worship attendance? Is it the size of
its budget? Or is it the effective Sunday school programs? Our common ideas of what makes a
church great often are not what Jesus Christ says makes a church great.
Jesus asked what they were arguing about along the way. The disciples were silent. They
were too embarrassed to admit that they had been arguing with each other about who was the
greatest among them. Jesus, of course, knew exactly what they had been discussing, and tried
once again to teach them that the reign of God reverses the world’s ideas of “greatness.”
Jesus says, true greatness is not to be above others, but to be least of all and servant of all.
It is not to ascend the social ladder but rather to descend it, taking the lowest place. It is not to
seek the company of the powerful, but to welcome and care for those without status, such as the
child that Jesus embraced and placed before his disciples.
The church’s greatness does not lie in its wealth or power. It doesn’t lie in the size of the
congregation. Rather, the greatness of the church lies in its capacity to embrace and serve the
least of people without status, power and protection The radical grace of God reverses the
world’s notions of greatness, which are based on status, wealth, and achievement. It invites us to
be humble, lowly, and as vulnerable as children. So Jesus’ teaching on greatness seems risky and
unattractive. But his way of greatness is also the path of life and a blessing for us.
Make Church Great Again!
When worship attendance and the budget of the church decline, we often feel that we are not
doing well. We feel that we are failing to be a good church. But declining membership or the size
of our budget do not make our church a lesser church or a less good church. As long as we keep
the love of Christ in our hearts and serve the least of people and embrace them as our friends, we
will not lose our greatness. Asbury UMC is still a great church. As you all know, Asbury UMC
has been serving our neighbors who need help. We are planning to do a Hungry Friday Event
again. We will make sandwiches on Thursday, September 19 at 7:00 pm and distribute the lunch
bags on Friday at 2:00 pm at Kennedy Plaza. This is not a mere outreach project we do. This is a
way of making our church truly great. I invite you to join this meaningful spiritual practice and
practical way of serving our neighbors! Of course, we still need to find ways to make our church
great by serving and loving the most vulnerable members of our community, standing with them.
We need to learn to live in terms of Jesus’ teachings and God’s grace that transforms the
world into God’s kingdom where the weakest members are welcomed and respected like Jesus
Christ.
I saw a beautiful flag on my friend’s Facebook page and would like to share it with you.
[Picture]
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What do you think of this picture? My friend is an UMC pastor at Belfast, Maine. He
shared this picture with a note. “This is my American Dream! I proudly and prayerfully hang it
on my church office wall along with the prayer requests from the local community of Belfast.”
I believe that what makes the church great and what makes America great are those
virtues and characteristics named on this flag. Love, compassion, hope, generosity, integrity,
honor, honesty… None of these virtues are attainable through self-aggrandizement. None of
these virtues can be attained at the cost of the well-being of others. A church’s greatness is
measured by how it treats its weakest members. It is measured by whether or not we embrace the
most vulnerable members of society and treat them like Jesus Christ with love.
Let us make the church great again by serving and loving. Make the church great again
by following the path of life that our Lord Jesus Christ taught us. Amen.
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