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Mark 9:30-37 and James 3:13-18, 4:1-3 and 7-8a

Is There a Remedy for Rivalry or How Do We Find R & R?
I was driving down McLaughlin Blvd about to cross the Clackamas River Bridge when I noticed the late model Mitsubishi automobile in front of me.  The Oregon license read “I-B-E-E-L-V” and immediately I knew the driver ahead believed in Jesus.  I then noticed a smaller bumper sticker to the right of the license plate and it read, “Jesus loves you but I am his favorite.”  What do you make of that?  Was the car owner a believer with a highly developed and honest sense of humor?  If this is true, I have to admire his capacity to laugh at himself and acknowledge our human condition so challenged by rivalry.  Maybe this is a person I would like to know.  Or was the driver serious and really did believe Jesus loved him more than me who followed him and noticed his bumper proclamation?  
On Wednesday I went to the first pastor’s colloquy of the fall of the new Cascadia District with our new District Superintendent, Rev. Peg Lofsvold.  Being our first meeting and not knowing each other very well, we were asked to mingle and share stories of our summer vacations.  At the end of this exercise we were to vote to determine who had the “coolist summer” and that person would receive a big expensive chocolate bar.  I quickly felt the rivalrous possibilities for this exchange and in humor asked someone near me if “coolist” referred to temperature because if it did I didn’t have a chance since it had been over a hundred degrees on our vacation in Nebraska.  
The person to whom I spoke said she hoped it did because she and her husband had taken a cruise to Alaska this summer.  Apparently this understanding of “coolist summer” spread through the group as everyone, aware of the dangers of rivalry, decided temperature was the appropriate category and so the woman who had taken the cruise won.   Somehow though Peg thought I was the winner and she gave me the candy bar.  The group quickly set her straight, but I informed everyone, with a long face, that she had already given the candy bar to me.  Peg then snatched it from my hand.  It wasn’t fair!  I felt my rights had been violated!  Apparently, even pastors at pastor’s meetings struggle with rivalry and who is the favorite.  

Talking about rivalry and who is the favorite, Jesus and the disciples are home at Capernaum hidden away in the privacy of a house.  Beyond the distractions of people coming and going, in a controlled environment, Jesus asks his disciples what they have been arguing about as they traveled across Galilee.  You could have heard a pin drop.  No one said a word.  No one wanted to tell Jesus they had been arguing with one another about who was the greatest among them.  How do we deal with the rivalry between us?  Is there a remedy for rivalry?
Jesus decided, right then and there, to face the problem.  He sat down, the teaching position in Hebrew culture, called the twelve to gather around him and said to them, “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.”  That was his teaching.  And then to illustrate it he took a child and put it among them.  Now the child was at the center.  Instead of their individual egos being in the center, a child in need of care stood there.  In place of comparing themselves to each other they could work together to care for this child.  They could unite in serving someone who could not survive without them.  
Who are the people in our world who cannot survive without us?  If we want to follow Jesus we can make serving them central.  It could keep us from killing each other.
In addition to placing this little child in the center of the squabbling disciples Jesus took the child into his arms and while holding the child said “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.”  
Somehow the gentleness Jesus models in this scene is a powerful part of the remedy.  Welcoming a child is a very gentle thing as any hardness or threat frightens them.   Is God like that?  Does God hide from us when we are hard or violent, judging or condemning, loud or aggressive?  
The Epistle lesson asks, “Who is wise and understanding among you?  Show by your good life that your works are done with gentleness born of wisdom.”  Gentleness is not a virtue our culture values much.  We value toughness, invulnerability, and assertiveness.  How could we show by our good life that our works are done with gentleness born of wisdom?  What would that look like in our culture?  What would more gentleness look like?  For those of you reading The Crying Tree I was born and raised in the spirit of Nate Stanley, Shep’s father.
James says “if you have bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not be boastful and false to the truth.”  He is saying being driven is nothing to brag about.  It does not have its origins in strength so admit it and face it as a problem.  Always having to be the best and bitterly envying those you see as ahead of you does not make you a blue chipper in life but it may make you bitter and anything but gentle.  Such “wisdom” does not come from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, devilish.”  I know, I am just reading the text from James over again to you.  I can’t seem to add much to it.  Maybe we just need to hear it, have it underlined and think about what it’s saying to us.
Think about any organization, family, church or grouping and see if this doesn’t apply.  “For where there is envy and selfish ambition, there will also be disorder and wickedness of every kind.”  You can fill in the details from your own experience.  Envy and selfish ambition powerfully distort everything from politics to medicine; and from religion to family life.  It would be easy to slip into cynicism at this point but the writer of James won’t allow it. 

Just when we feel discouraged and dreary, he places an attractive alternative before us.  “But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits, without a trace of partiality or hypocrisy.”  We can model our lives after the wisdom from above.  We have options.  The world’s aggressive dark vision is not the only model available.  We have another and with this one “a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace for those who make peace.”  
We can build our lives on the pure wisdom from above.  It is coming from a different place and therefore contains the softer, more adaptable habits undistorted by envy and ambition.  The wisdom from this place, beyond the din of battle, is peaceable, gentle, willing to yield and full of mercy and good fruit.  There is no impartiality or hypocrisy here.  I am just saying it again but maybe we will hear it if we keep saying it.
The writer of James asks us, “Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they come from?”  Well, it is the other guy.  It is all coming from them.  They are the problem.  If they would stop being such brick-heads there would be no problem.  Right!  But James doesn’t let us get away with that.  He says, “Do they not come from your cravings that are at war within you?”  We are full of contradictory desires each generated by some model who tells us we would be happy if we had what they have or were as powerful, as liked, as successful, as beautiful or as whatever, as we think they are.  
“You want something and do not have it; so you commit murder.”  Now that is going too far!  James, you have just revealed yourself as a fanatic.  We don’t murder for things?  
Not individually perhaps, but how about collectively?  We wanted land that belonged to the Indians.  Would Native Americans say we didn’t murder to get it?  Some of us wanted gold hidden in jungle valleys (I am thinking of an article in National Geographic) and to extract it we have to use chemicals that poison the water for those down stream.  Did we use the chemicals?  Now I am thinking toward the future.  We want oil to power our economy but to have it in the abundance we want; we must environmentally jeopardize the lives of our children and grandchildren.  Do we go ahead anyway?
“And you covet something and cannot obtain it; so you engage in disputes and conflicts.”  Do we do this?  You know the answer.  James goes on, “You do not have, because you do not ask.  You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, in order to spend what you get on your pleasures.”  It’s hard to believe this was written nineteen hundred years ago.  If we were to end our meditation here we would be back in the dumps of despair.
But our lectionary compilers are not going to leave us stranded with no hope and so they jump several verses forward and end with these words.  “Submit yourselves therefore to God.  Resist the devil, and he will flee from you!  Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you.”  Translated, lose your life to God.  Resist the temptation to save your life by holding on to it as it is for if you do that you will lose it.  Do not yield to the devil who asks you to point your finger of accusation.  Move toward God and you will discover God moving toward you.  
If you will do this you will discover the remedy for rivalry and experience R & R, rest and relaxation, deeper than any you have known.  Rest and relaxation happens when we know ourselves as children of God with no need to be in rivalry with anyone.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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