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18 At that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” 2He called a child,
whom he put among them, * and said, “Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the
kingdom of heaven. * Whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. > Whoever welcomes
one such child in my name welcomes me.

6“If any of you cause one of these little ones who believe in me to sin,[2l it would be better for you if a great millstone were

fastened around your neck and you were drowned in the depth of the sea. ”Woe to the world because of things that cause
sin!®! Such things are bound to come, but woe to the one through whom they come!

8<If your hand or your foot causes you to sin [l cut it off and throw it away; it is better for you to enter life maimed or lame

than to have two hands or two feet and to be thrown into the eternal fire. ° And if your eye causes you to sin,¥l tear it out and
throw it away; it is better for you to enter life with one eye than to have two eyes and to be thrown into the helll¢l of fire.

10“Take care that you do not despise one of these little ones, for I tell you, in heaven their angels continually see the face of

my Father in heaven.l'1'?What do you think? If a shepherd has a hundred sheep and one of them has gone astray, does he not
leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went astray? ®® And if he finds it, truly I tell you, he
rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never went astray. * So it is not the will of your!2l Father in heaven that
one of these little ones should be lost.

Six years later, after the Declaration of Independence was signed in 1776, even as the Revolutionary War ended, all
was not sweetness and light. According to historians, 1 in 5 American colonists found themselves traitors to the country
having been loyalists, pledging their support to the British Crown. Though one of the signers of the Declaration was a
Presbyterian minister and President of the College of New Jersey (later Princeton) John Witherspoon, and eleven signers of
the Declaration Presbyterian, many churches, denominations, and clergy were divided over the cause. For not the last time in
history, Christians were divided over many of the important issues of the day. Historians Randall Balmer, Jon Butler, and
Grant Wacker, in their history of religion in America, remind us that ‘many ministers had abandoned their pulpits, either to
serve as chaplains or to fight the enemy,” whether the enemy they battled were redcoats or the Continental Army. In
addition, the state of religion in America at the time was in turmoil with somewhere between 1 and 10 and 1 and 20
Americans who counted themselves a member of any organized religious body."

We tend to look at the early days of the church with a whiff of nostalgia and rose-colored glasses, of Jesus and the
disciples conversing serenely on a Nazarean hillside, or Paul preaching lovingly to the Galatians about in Christ there is no

Jew or Gentile, male or female, slave or free, wow, these were the good old days of Christianity, only to look at the larger

context and realize things were holding on by a thread and it’s a miracle the church survived past one generation. And maybe
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that is the same posture we should take about the founding of this country 250 years ago. It’s a miracle, it’s an experiment,
and it is something that without careful stewardship is always one generation away from extinction.

In 1787 as the 81 year old Benjamin Franklin was leaving the Constitutional Convention, 15 years older than the next
oldest participant by the way, he was asked if we were going to have a republic or a monarchical system of government. To
which Franklin responded: ‘a republic, if you can keep it, meaning no government is handed down from on high and is self-
sustaining, it requires active citizenry, a commitment to democratic institutions, a commitment to rule of law, and I think
also some sense of common narrative and vision for the future.

Last week in our America250 class, we covered the Gettysburg Address, Lincoln’s 272 words speech given on the
ground of Gettysburg battlefield where over 8000 were killed and over 50,000 wounded, and where it took ten days to clear
the dead from the battlefield in the summer of 1863. According to historians, up until that time, Lincoln upheld the cause of
the Union as a breach of contract between parties, that he the mediator and lawyer from Illinois, would try to hold together
and refuse allow to be breached. But after the horrors of the bloody civil war and standing in a field where thousands had
died for the cause, Lincoln described not simply a breach of contract, but a nation ‘conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the
proposition that all men are created equal.’ This was a war challenging the country’s very soul; was it really a nation
dedicated to equality, rights, and opportunity for all its inhabitants? This issue would not be solved in 1863, but it would be
held together, fragilely, miraculously, just barely, just as it had in 1776.

One hundred years later, on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, Martin Luther King, Jr., would stand on the steps of
the Lincoln Memorial and like a biblical prophet, not call for the dismantling of the country or for civil war, but that the
country live up to the ideals that all human beings were created equal and have rights to religion, speech, press, and
assembly, and opportunity to flourish and pursue their dreams.

In this month’s Atlantic magazine, writer Yoni Applebaum describes where today in this way: ‘Americans defined
their nation in this way, by their commitment to a common creed—of equality, rights, and opportunity—and to a
corresponding set of ideals that they were modeling for the world. In practice, they generally fell short of those principles,
sometimes seeming to pursue their abnegation more than their fulfillment. But the white men who build their fledging
republic around an idea, instead of around common ancestry, opened the possibility that any who subscribed to this creed
could become a citizen. Over time, other Americans demanded that the nation live up to ideals and recognize their equality.
[And] for more than two centuries, our creedal nationalism has been a source of strength, binding together Americans of

diverse faiths and backgrounds.’?
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Applebaum notes however, that more recent discourse has either tended into a hyper-nationalism that ignores any
national sins and claims ‘heritage’ Americans as the only true Americans, or the discourse has led to a scholarship suspicious
of any nationalist narrative and dedicated its work to exposing the country’s flaws and crimes.> Whether or not there is
another alternative to this two stark narratives will probably determine the coherence of the country as we move into our
250t year and beyond.

But we are here to hear from Matthew and to try to make sense of our faith and maybe our citizenship too in light of
what Matthew’s gospel text for today has to say to us. Legend has it that when Ted Williams, the last baseball player to hit
over .400, which is getting a base hit in 4 out of 10 tries..and only do it 3 out of 10 tries in most circumstances will get you on
the All Star team, 4 out of 10 has never been done since....and he played from 1939 to 1960...legend has it that he was asked
how he wanted to be remembered and he said, ‘All T want out of life is that when I walk down the street, folks will say,
‘There goes the greatest hitter who ever lived.” And if it wasn’t for his nutty children that might be how Williams was
remembered, but unfortunately, he will also be remembered for his head being cryogenically frozen by one of his adult
children, where it is still controversially preserved at a facility in Scottsdale, Arizona. I digress.

The disciples are in hot pursuit of greatness. They want to see their name in the marquee lights and reach gilded gold
leaf status and premier status, they want to be known as the greatest of all time. In their pursuit of greatness they ask Jesus
to make them great...and he takes them up on it. You want to be great. Okay. Become someone minor, unnoticed, completely
dependent, and not fully developed. And if you become like that you will be greatest in the kingdom of heaven. Well then as
now, such advice from Jesus must go over like a lead balloon. Methodist minister and theologian Will Willimon summarizes
the disciples’ aspirations for themselves this way: ‘tell me I have some charismatic flair for leadership. Praise me for the art of
my preaching or the empathy of my pastoral care, urge me to become a spiritual virtuoso, but please do not yoke me to’ the
community of ordinary people, ‘do not force me to find what I do and therefore who I am among those who gather at my so
very mundane congregation.”

Before we can ever start fantasizing about our greatness, Jesus sends us in a completely different direction. Before we
can start reading our own press clippings, as one of my coaches used to put it, Jesus defines greatness as something we can
never bestow on ourselves or even believe is worth pursuing. Like the elusive ring, it will shape us and warp us the more we
long for it and chase after it. Instead, before we can even start wondering what it will be like to achieve notoriety and

acclaim, Jesus tells us that to truly be great is to embrace the mundane, to become dependent upon others and therefore see
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each other as gifts and treasures, to accept that each day we are a work in progess still becoming, a work in progress that we
hope God can use to reflect his grace day by day.

In his sermon from 1958, A Knock at Midnight, Martin Luther King, Jr., called upon the church in his time not to be a
religious club or a constant critic, but to be the conscience of the nation. I guess that is my hope for our life together in
Christ, but also for perhaps how we should view our country at this important juncture in our national life. With humility,
with respect and affection for all the people who share in our common creed and ideals, and with hope that we can exist as
the conscience of our community and nation, even as we exist as an unfinished experiment, a work in progress, with our

best days still ahead. Amen.



