Sermon for The Feast of St. Michael and All Angels
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW
TEXT:

And Jesus called a little child unto him, and set him in the midst of them, and said, Verily I say unto you, Except ye be converted, and become as little children, ye shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven.
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.

HOMILY:


How often have we all thought, ‘Surely I am doing well, and God will reward me for all my good works.’ It is perhaps natural that we think this way, for we have all come from a society that stresses the rewards of success and hard work.

We are, therefore, programmed to believe that if we work hard, and persevere, that we will be rewarded.


It is so very difficult for us to recognize and accept that what we do, what we achieve in this world, that all the works we complete, are for naught. They are worthless.


That is not to say that we should not try to do good things – for assuredly we should. It is, instead, to realize that it is our hearts that matter to God.


Our competitions with each other and ourselves to out-do and be worth more than our fellows are meaningless in the eyes of God.

This was the message that Jesus sought to explain to His disciples in today’s reading.

As they travelled with Jesus, some of the disciples had been involved in an argument over which of them would be considered greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven. The very argument seems absurd to us now, but in truth we have all engaged in similar kinds of competitions. 


In the very argument we hear echoes of that same argument so common among siblings – who do the parents love more? And, just as parents are exasperated by such comparisons, so too was our Lord with this divisive and futile disagreement.


And so Jesus, knowing what their hearts held, confronted the apostles by asking them what they were talking about amongst themselves as they walked along the road to Capernaum. Embarrassed at being found out, they initially would not confess what they had been arguing about, but when they realized that Jesus already knew what they had been discussing, they asked Him, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” 


We hear the question, and we are instinctively offended by the question. Now, it has been argued that the disciples did not understand what it was they were asking, and that they likely believed that Jesus was to set up an Earthly kingdom, and that they were competing therefore for earthly positions.

It is sometimes said that anyone who seeks high office probably is not worthy of or deserving of that office, because in thinking oneself worthy of such office, the seeker proves him or herself unworthy of the office.


Jesus, however, had a more basic point to make.


And so our Lord called a child to Himself and sat the child before the disciples. 

The disciples no doubt thought themselves the most worthy, the best qualified, and the best choices as a result of their BEING His apostles and followers. That is, they were sure that what they had DONE would qualify them.

The words of Jesus must have been shattering to them. Not only did He not select from among them, but he flatly told them that unless they were to “be converted”
 – that is – unless they were to be changed, they would not even enter into the Kingdom of Heaven.


And that change would be to abandon their ideas of being better than others, to leave behind their desire to rule over others. They must relieve themselves of their pride and arrogance, adopting instead a spirit of humbleness and meekness.

Children tend to be teachable and willing to accept others. At least until their views are corrupted by the adults around them, they are naturally more humble and free of ambition, pride and arrogance. This is the attitude and demeanor that Jesus meant that others must adopt, if they wish to be acceptable into Heaven.


As He said, “Whosoever therefore shall humble himself as this little child, the same is greatest in the kingdom of heaven.”


Not only would the person who adopted the spirit of a child be acceptable, they would even be the “greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven,”
 Jesus told them.


Jesus was telling His disciples, and us, that when we depend on our own work, our own achievements, our own worth, then we undertake error. We are so prone to sin, often without even knowing it, that when we depend on our own efforts, we are doomed to fail.

We must instead learn to trust Jesus completely. We must depend on His leadership, His inspiration, His protection – just as a child depends on, trusts and follows his elders.


“Whosoever therefore shall humble himself as this little child, the same is greatest in the kingdom of heaven.”
 


Let us pray.


Lord, give us the faith, the humble heart and the accepting nature of a child, and let us always follow You in all things. Keep us always mindful that we must always trust in You in all things. This we pray of Your mercy. Amen.
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