Unexpected Lessons: Putting Out the Welcome Mat

Mark 9:33-37


It’s the first day of the high school philosophy class. After the students are seated, the teacher—just as he has in previous years—walks into the classroom and announces, “We’re going to play musical chairs. Please arrange your chairs, and get ready.”


Over the years, no student has ever asked why. And no student has ever asked how to play.


The response is always the same. The students enthusiastically arrange the chairs in a line with the seats in alternating directions. Then they stand, encircling the row of chairs. As soon as the teacher turns on the music, the students begin to march around the chairs.


Many of these high school seniors haven’t played musical chairs since they were in second grade, but they still know how. And they jump right into the game without any hesitation.


After removing a few chairs, the teacher stops the music. There’s a mad scramble for the remaining chairs. Those without chairs are stunned. They know how this game works—the music stops, you get a chair. They have a “How dumb can I be?” look on their faces.


They’ve lost. They’re out of the game. They have to go over and stand against the wall.


The music resumes, the students march, some chairs are removed. Stop. Scramble. Losers out.


As the game goes on, the quest for chairs turns serious. Then rough. The girls refuse to fight the jocks for chairs. The losers continue to move to the wall.


The game’s down to two members of the wrestling team, who are willing to push, knee, kick, or bite to be the last person with a chair.


The music stops. By jerking the chair out from under his opponent, one guy slams himself down in the seat. With a look of triumph on his face, he raises his hands high and with his forefingers signals, “Number one! Number one!”


The last student in the last chair acts as if the class admires him. He’s gotten the chair! He’s the greatest!


Admiration? Wrong. The losers lined up against the wall think he’s a jerk. All they feel toward him is contempt.


This isn’t a game. Games are supposed to be fun. This has gotten too serious too fast—like high school and real life.


When the teacher asks if the students want to play again, only a few jocks are ready. But the teacher insists they all play one more time—with one rule change.


This time if you don’t have a chair, sit down in someone’s lap. Everybody stays in the game. It’s only a matter of where you sit.


The students are thinking—well . . . OK.


Chairs are reset. Students stand ready. The music and marching start. Chairs are removed. The music stops, and there’s a pause in the action.


The students are really thinking it over now: Do I want a chair to myself? Do I want to sit on someone’s lap or have someone sit in mine? And who?


The class gets seated, but the mood has changed. There’s laughter—giggling. When the game begins again, there’s a change of pace. Who’s in a hurry?


When the number of chairs is sufficiently reduced to force two students per chair, a dimension of grace enters as the role of the sittee or sitter is clarified—“Oh, no, please, after you.”


As the game continues and more and more people must share one chair, a kind of gymnastic dance form develops. It becomes a group accomplishment to get everybody branched out onto knees.


Students with organizational skills come to the fore. It’s a people puzzle to solve: “Big people on the bottom first. Put your arms around him. Sit back. Easy, easy.”


When there’s one chair left, the class laughs and shouts in delight as they all manage to use one chair for support as they distribute the weight evenly. Over the years, if the students tumbled over, they’d almost always get up and try again until everyone was sitting down. A triumphant moment for all, teacher included.


The only person who has a hard time with this paradigm shift is the guy who won the first time under the old rules. He’s lost his bearings. He doesn’t know how to be the greatest anymore.


That day the students learned an unexpected lesson. One in which the notion of winners and losers was turned upside down. One in which the goal of being the greatest was replaced by a commitment to helping others and welcoming everyone into the circle.


On this Welcoming Sunday, I believe we can find that same unexpected lesson in our reading from Mark. Throughout this gospel the poor disciples just never seem to get it. Despite their being called and coached by Jesus, they still say and do inappropriate things. They’re anxious when they should be sleeping and sleep when they should be alert. They fail to harness the power Jesus gives them and to understand the example he sets for them.


The disciples prove true to form in today’s story. They’re traveling with Jesus—who’s already told them about the suffering that lies ahead for him and the need for anyone who follows him to be willing to share in that future. In a variety of ways, Jesus has tried to help them understand that this won’t a glamorous or comfortable or even expected journey. In fact, Jesus offers them countercultural directions at each turn along the way.


In today’s story, Jesus’ disciples have been arguing over which of them is the greatest. This concern would’ve seemed normal in the world in which Mark wrote—one that emphasized the need for honor and status, especially for men. So there wouldn’t have been anything surprising about the disciples’ attempt to jockey for position.


But, as usual, Jesus offers an unexpected lesson that turns this cultural norm on its head. He tells his disciples: “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” Last? Servant? It wasn’t what the disciples expected.


They lived in a world in which it was desirable to have authority over others. It demonstrated one’s prowess and position. Serving was only appropriate for people of low stature. The general expectation was that if a person served in a menial capacity, he or she had no choice in the matter. But Jesus reverses this expectation.


And then to drive his point home, Jesus places a child front and center. It would have been hard to imagine someone with a lower status than a child. A child is always under someone else’s authority. A child has no rights.


Jesus tells his disciples that by welcoming such an insignificant person, they will welcome him. And by welcoming him, they will welcome God.


Instead of worrying about how to become great, they’re to open to their arms to the powerless. Instead of worrying about their own position, they’re to make room in their circle for everyone.


Embracing Jesus’ unexpected lesson about welcoming others may mean letting go of some things. Perhaps we’ll need to let go of any preconceived notions we have about who might want to enter our faith community. We might need to take the risk of opening lots of doors to our congregation and then be willing to welcome whoever steps through one of those doors.


We might also need to let go of any concern we have about enlarging our circle to make room for others. Welcoming others may require us to welcome changes—to open ourselves to new ideas, to new ways of doing things, to new patterns of community. Welcoming others also may require us to put aside any fear of losing our own place and instead remember that there will be room for everyone.


But embracing this lesson may also enrich us in unexpected ways.


A few years ago, Felipe Morales took a sightseeing trip to Washington, D.C. He saw many of our nation’s treasures. He also saw a lot of our fellow citizens—unfortunate ones who live on the streets of our nation’s capital.


Standing outside the Ronald Reagan Center, Morales heard a voice say, “Can you help me?” When he turned around, he saw an elderly blind woman with her hand extended.


In a natural reflex, Morales reached in his pocket, pulled out his loose change, and placed it in the woman’s hand without even looking at her. He was annoyed at being bothered by a beggar.

But the blind woman smiled and said, “I don’t want your money. I just need help finding the post office.”

In an instant, Morales realized what he’d done. He’d judged another person based simply on what he’d assumed she had to be.

Morales recalls that he hated what he saw in himself. He explains: “This incident reawakened my core belief. It reaffirmed that I believe in humility, even though I’d lost it for a moment.



“The thing I had forgotten about myself is that I am an immigrant. I left Honduras and arrived in the U.S. at the age of 15. I started my new life with two suitcases, my brother and sister, and a strong no-nonsense mother. Through the years, I have been a dishwasher, roofer, cashier, mechanic, pizza delivery driver among many other humble jobs, and eventually I became a network engineer.”


Morales has personally experienced many open acts of prejudice. He remembers a time when he was 17 and working as a busboy. He heard a father tell his little boy that if he didn’t do well in school, he’d end up like him—a young Latino busboy.


He adds: “I have also witnessed the same treatment of family and friends, so I know what it’s like, and I should have known better.

“But now, living in my American middle-class lifestyle, it is too easy to forget my past, to forget who I am, where I have been, and lose sight of where I want to be going. That blind woman on the streets of Washington, D.C., cured me of my self-induced blindness. She reminded me of my belief in humility and to always keep my eyes and heart open.”


Open eyes and an open heart. May we have both as we open our church door and put out the welcome mat. Amen.
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