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St Ronan’s Sermon 159

Rev Reuben Hardie

Psalm 104

Mark 10:35-45

“Float like a butterfly sting like a bee”

“I am the greatest, and you ain’t seen nothing like me”

These are some of the classic statements of Muhammad Ali, the one time heavy weight champion of the world and for some the greatest boxer of all time. There are a number of compelling things about the story of Muhammad Ali – including some of his catch phrases. He was an incredible boxer. He managed to take the heavy weight title of the world three times. 

His boxing career was surrounded by controversy because of his anti-war stance and his passion for equal rights. He was known as the Louisville Lip –the only thing bigger than his punch was his ego. He had a huge ego and he used to try and completely throw his opponents in the ring by telling them that they were inferior. He once said of an upcoming fight with Joe Frazier “It’ll be a thriller, it’ll be a killer, when I beat that gorilla in Manila.” 

He considered himself the greatest – in fact that is what he named his autobiography – “The Greatest”.

And yet this great status, this great self-image was very much ripped away by the debilitating disease which he has suffered for much of his later life. Muhammad Ali, as most of us will know, has Parkinson’s – an incredibly frustrating and degenerate disease.

What made Ali great was his body, his lightening punches and his agility. There is a rather cruel irony that this body would now be the cause of so much struggle, as because of Parkinson’s he faces the frustration of not being able to control his hands or his head. 

That is the thing about the body, isn’t it – our bodies are not invincible and in fact we all fall victim to age and the aging process. Former great models, great movie stars, great business tycoons, great presidents and leaders all alike must confront the reality that the glory in our world comes and goes – what is great today is weak and gone tomorrow. 

You almost get the impression from the gospel readings that James and John, two of the disciples of Jesus, were thinking about this reality when they asked Jesus if they could sit on his left and on his right side. They were trying to secure a glory that they believed had more permanence than the glory of this world.

James and John were two of the first disciples Jesus asked to follow him; they were called the sons of Zebedee; they had been with him from the very beginning. They had been with him at the transfiguration when he was surrounded by light and flanked by Elijah and Moses. They were with him at the feeding of the five thousand, and when he walked on water. They knew his worth. 

And so they said to him: “Jesus, when you sit on your throne in your glorious Kingdom, we want you to let us sit with you, one at your right and one at your left.” 

They had heard Jesus often speak of this new world and kingdom that he had come to bring about and basically they were saying we want to be great in this new world of yours. We want to be flanking you – let me be your right hand and let my brother be your left hand man. We want to be great.

When the other disciples overheard this conversation and became angry Jesus called them all together and said to them in so many words ‘Look – I realise that in our world what makes you a leader is power, what makes you great is authority and recognition, but that’s not what I am about, and that’s is not what God is about.

If you want to be great, if you want be distinguished among your peers as some one who really stands out, if you want to be great in the eyes of God then you must have a servant’s heart. Jesus said to them, I didn’t come to be served; I came to serve and give my life to redeem many people.’

Jesus makes this point very strongly, and he doesn’t just say it to his disciples, he shows them through his own graphic example. You read the gospels and you discover that Jesus was someone who sought to serve others in his daily work, but even greater than that, he took the moments where he was wounded by life, wounded by others and turned them into opportunities for forgiveness and redemption. This is greatness lived out.
 

It seems to me we have a funny obsession with greatness. We misunderstand what it means and nowhere is this better demonstrated I believe then in the Guinness Book of Records. A book dedicated to the greatest and the most extreme.

As I was looking through it I jotted down some of the more bizarre records that have been set. You’ve got your typical - the tallest man – see on the front of the order of service – anyone know his name?  Robert Wadlow. 8 foot 11 – apparently at the age of 9 he could carry his dad up the stairs – his dad weigh a little less then me.

The Greatest kiss of all time went for a record 30 hours and 59 minutes and 27 seconds.

Greatest weight lifted with one ear is 50 kg, by a Chinese guy. He held it for 10 seconds.

No one ever asked him why.

The Greatest number of cloth pegs clipped onto a person’s face and neck was 116. 

The Greatest sausage was 59.14 meters long.
The Greatest chicken dance was made up of 72,000 in Ohio in the USA.
The longest serving alter boy was Tommy Kinsella – he served as an alter boy for 81 years.
The Greatest speech was given by Fidel Castro the President of Cuba – or rather the longest speech. It went for 4 hours and 29 minutes back in 1960 at a meeting of the United Nations. I bet that was a day the all wished they pulled sickies.

Greatest distance of milk squirted from the eye is 2.01 meters. I didn’t even know you could do that.

And the greatest or rather longest tongue was 9.4cm – they were measuring from his lips to his the tip.

I was thinking if the Guiness Book of Records was around in Jesus time – he would been in for a few – such as the longest distance walked on water, the most people fed with five loaves of bread – you might be able to think of a few others. My point is you only need to read the Guiness Book of Records to discover that our world has a rather warped view on what counts as the greatest. Jesus had another idea about what greatness meant and it was all about serving others and it was all about redemption. 

Now I realise redemption is a word that is talked about often in the Church but it’s one of those words that I think we all struggle to understand. And since it is social justice Sunday this morning I thought I would offer a couple of examples of redemption that were brought to my attention this week – they are rather extreme examples but I think they are quite helpful.

This year at a Restorative Justice conference in Canada the Bishop of Rwanda recounted some of the outcomes for prisoners after the recent devastation of tribal wars in his country. During the conflict many, usually peace loving young men, found themselves caught up in a culture of gang violence: raping, pillaging, and burning neighbouring villages. 

When they were caught and taken out of that culture of violence into the isolation of prison, many of these young men were overwhelmed by grief at the realisation of what they had done, what they had become. So the Bishop of Rwanda gained permission to take many of these prisoners back to help rebuild the villages that they had destroyed. While nothing could change what they did, the perpetrators began to find healing and redemption, while the villagers found healing and restoration. 

The Bishop of Rwanda knew that redemption is all about putting things right –that is what restorative justice is all about. It seems to me this applies to us all. If we are truly sorry for what we do then our lives change accordingly. Forgiveness doesn’t mean much at all to anyone if nothing changes. We often confuse forgiving with forgetting when actually it means a good deal more when it goes hand in hand with a desire to put things right. 

The other example of redemption was on the front page of Dominion Post on Friday

Some of you might have seen it. It had a picture of a convict up at Rimataka prison, kneeling down in a chapel, with a bible in his hands. He was a part of new programme to rehabilitate convicts – what was very special about this programme was that 60 cells have been separated off from the rest of prison and in these cells – the Christian way of life is modelled.

I was having dinner with my Uncle on Thursday night, who was down for the inauguration of this. He is a District Court Judge up in Auckland and he has been involved in the Prison Fellowship for over 10 years, for them this is a real break through. He was telling me how a number of convicts find God while they are in prison – some find God because it looks good to the parole officer, but for many others it is genuine.

They enter this programme with the expectation that they will treat each other as Christ taught in the gospel. Studies overseas have revealed that prisoners who are provided with an opportunity to begin practicing their faith inside are half as likely to re-offend when they are released. 

Why? Because faith focuses on changing the inside first of all. For many convicts they get released into almost the same world that they left – you can’t change the culture that the person grew up in, but faith can change a person’s view of that culture. You can’t 

change the poverty but faith can change a person’s attitude and reaction to that poverty. 
If we choose to believe in Jesus Christ and follow him with our lives then we are changed inside out. Once again I think that is applicable to us all. No matter where our lives are at, no matter what is happening around us – if we strive to follow Jesus Christ then we change inside out, and so how react to things starts to change – and then in time we find that so do the things themselves.

The greatness of Jesus Christ lies in the fact he offers the way of redemption. Helping us to put things right, and changing us inside out- and that is why Jesus is worth believing in.

Finally I want to say this morning that our gospel reading is put along side a beautiful Psalm. Psalm 104. It recounts the glory and greatness of God. It becomes crystal clear as David lists the attributes and achievements of God, that the Creator of all things is unrivalled. 

If you want to talk about the greatest artist in the world then have a look at sunrise

If you want to talk about the greatest sense of humour then think about the fact that the only things that keep on growing in a human body through out your life besides hair are your nose and your ears.

If you want to talk about the greatest strength then try parting the sea.

If you want to talk about the greatest love then just recall the story of one who gave his son so that all people would be redeemed.

If you want to talk about the greatest inventor of all time – then just look in the mirror.

Because God sees you as the very best of creation, and God wants you to know his love.

Oh one last thing - Muhammad Ali really recently wrote” “My most important job now is teaching people to treat each other with dignity and respect. I devote much of my life today to healing the human spirit and my chosen path for this is through my religion. My religion teaches me that God wants us to love one another. And I believe that love, not hate, is at the heart of God’s master plan.”
Now that is what I call great wisdom.

