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Distractions, a sermon in response to Mark 9:30-37, James 3:13-4:3, 7-8a, and Psalm 1, by Rev. Scot McCachren 
at the First Presbyterian Church of East Hampton, September 23, 2018. (Originally formatted to assist oral 
presentation, including irregular punctuation.) 
 
In some ways, this week’s gospel lessons picks up where last week’s left off – with some important differences… 
Last week’s reading got off to a great start – with the disciples’ great breakthrough of faith, when Peter declared 
to Jesus, “You are the Messiah.” +++ The disciples had made it to a plateau – a new understanding – that Jesus is 
the long-expected messiah. +++ But then, from that highpoint, we saw things change quickly for the disciples in 
just the next few sentences, as Jesus tells them for the first time that he would “undergo great suffering, and be 
rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again.” … +++ He 
is pushing them past their new, limited, understanding of who he is – Pushing them to go further – challenging 
them with the truth of what lay ahead… … And, you’ll remember that it didn’t go very well… +++ Peter didn’t 
think the “suffering and dying thing” that was the best direction for Jesus to go – he was distracted by his own 
fears – distracted by his own ideas about how things should work out… So, Peter tried to talk Jesus out of it – 
only to be rebuked in front of everyone:: “””Get behind me, Satan!””” Jesus says to Peter, “””For you are setting 
your mind not on divine things but on human things… If any want to become my followers, let them deny 
themselves and take up their cross and follow me.””” +++ Through Peter’s lesson, we learned:: even in our 
greatest moments of faithfulness – it’s hard not to be distracted – hard to keep our eye on the ball – hard to 
say “not my will but thy will be done.”  +++ +++ +++  
 
Now – in today’s reading, from the very next chapter – at first glance it seems like not much has changed… Jesus 
is still on the road with his disciples – still telling them, “”“The Son of Man is to be betrayed into human hands, 
they will kill him, and three days after being killed, he will rise again””” … and he is still coaching them,:: 
“””Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.””” +++ But we need to notice a couple of 
important differences in the two passages, too… First, this time, when the disciples don’t understand what Jesus 
is saying – (did you catch this?) – when they don’t understand, they are afraid to ask him what he means. +++ 
And the other key difference:: the disciples’ quarreling over who is the greatest… That almost seems to come 
out of nowhere, doesn’t it??? … Almost… But not quite (we’ll get to that in a minute). +++ First… Why do you 
think the disciples were afraid to ask Jesus when they didn’t understand what he was telling them? +++ Maybe, 
on the surface of it at least, you can’t blame them, after the way Jesus laid into Peter last time, when he raised 
concerns about how things were going to go. But part of the explanation might also be in what has happened in 
the half-chapter since Jesus rebuked Peter…:: +++ The Transfiguration. After Peter declared that Jesus is the 
Messiah – and was then rebuked for trying to talk Jesus out of the cross – the next thing that happens in Mark had 
been Jesus leading Peter, James, and John up a high mountain – where his clothes had become a dazzling white so 
bright they could barely stand to look at him… Then Elijah and Moses had been there – talking to him. And a 
voice came from the cloud – the same voice, it seemed, that had rung out at Jesus’ baptism. – This time the voice 
said:: “””This is my Son, the Beloved, listen to him.!!””” +++ After that, when they had come down the 
mountain, the disciples all witnessed Jesus driving out a demon from a boy, with just a simple command – just a 
sentence. It was a demon they themselves had been unable to drive out on their own, no matter what they tried. 
+++ +++ So… they’ve seen a lot in just the last page or so. +++ As they have traveled with this poor man from 
Nazareth down the highways and byways of Palestine – it’s becoming more abundantly clear everyday that he is 
more than just a wise rabbi – more than a miracle worker – and now, even more than the messiah for whom 
generations of Jews have waited so long… Jesus is the Son of God. +++ Jesus is divine. +++ So… maybe that’s 
why they were afraid to ask when they didn’t understand what he was saying.   
 
But, after all that, doesn’t it at least seem like he’d have their undivided attention by now??? And that brings 
us to the second thing that’s different in this passage… The disciples quarreling over which of them is the 
greatest. Despite everything, Jesus still doesn’t have their undivided attention – after everything that’s been 
revealed to them… This seems to come out of nowhere – but maybe it shouldn’t be too much of a surprise. As we 
learned with Peter – the more they understand about who Jesus really is, the more distracted they seem to be 
from his message of self-sacrifice – of humility – and of bearing your cross.  That’s why they couldn’t understand 
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what he was telling them in the first place. +++ But,… I mean… – when the transfigured Son of God – who 
summons and dispatches none other than Elijah and Moses – who has the power to drive out demons with a word 
– who feeds thousands with a few loaves of bread and some fish – +++ … +++ when that man puts others before 
himself – when that man comforts those who suffer and heals those who are sick – when that man accepts that he 
will be betrayed – and arrested – and crucified:: … it SHOULD BE an example:: “You’d EXPECT them to be 
saying to themselves, “That’s the way I want to be too – that giving – that ready to sacrifice myself – just like 
Jesus.”  +++ +++ But they can’t quite get there – they don’t understand – and their minds turn inward – to their 
own priorities… +++ worse that Peter had done before, really,… when he tried to talk Jesus into taking another 
path – at least he was trying to do what was right – trying to protect his master. Now – it’s suddenly all about 
themselves – now that they know how great Jesus really is – they start thinking about what that could potentially 
mean for the people closest to him.  Maybe they’ve gotten themselves in on the ground floor of something that’s 
going to be pretty good – and so now they’ve started jockeying for position:: “I’ve known him longer,” “I’m the 
one he confides in,” “Well, he chose me to go up the mountain with him.” +++ +++ 
 
This all reminds me a bit of my days in Corporate America – something many of you still see everyday. 
Whenever there would be a big reorganization – or an acquisition that would result in “redundancies” – or even 
when a senior manager retired –  – whenever it was a time of potential opportunity:: suddenly it became every-
person-for-themself… “What are my opportunities for a bigger job?” … “I have more experience than her – so I 
should get the nod for that.” … “I just had lunch with the division head, so I should be in good shape.”+++ The 
company is going through an important transition – and somehow it’s all about ME. +++ And the bigger the 
transition – the more this was the case. +++ I remember a time like that – when a lot was about to happen – early 
in my career (I was still in my 20’s)… I sat down with my branch manager to talk about what my role might be in 
the whole reorganization – and I had some specific ideas about it, too! +++ He was very nice about it – but his 
message to me was:: “Slow down – this isn’t about you. Don’t get distracted. The most important thing for you 
to do is focus on your current job. Keep doing it well. The rest will take care of itself.” +++ Now, I know that 
was pretty basic feedback – something he probably said to 20 people that week – but I was young, and I took it to 
heart.:: “Don’t get distracted. The most important thing for you to do is focus on your current job.” +++ +++ 
+++ I think that’s what Jesus is telling his disciples,… here at a time when they’ve experienced something like a 
reorganization of their own – finally understanding who Jesus really is – finally understanding the importance of 
what is happening all around them – … and it has become every-person-for-themself. They’ve been distracted by 
their own ambition – wondering what their role might be in this new world order. +++ And Jesus is telling 
them::: “””Guys – slow down – this isn’t about you. Don’t get distracted. The most important thing for you to do 
is focus on the job I’ve already given you.:: Give of yourself – serve the poor – do justice – love kindness – walk 
humbly with your God. +++ Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.””” And he was 
leading them by example. 
 
Distractions. +++ We can be distracted by just about anything, can’t we? Maybe, like the disciples, we can even 
be distracted by how close we are to Christ – asking:: “”What’s in it for me?”” … “”I’ve been good – devoted – 
I’ve been better than my neighbor – where’s my reward for that?”” +++ And Jesus responds again – to us this 
time – :: ““Just keep doing the job I’ve already given you. Whoever wants to be first must be last and servant of 
all.”” +++ Distractions. +++ In today’s Epistle reading, it’s what James calls “Those conflicts and disputes… 
from your cravings that are at war within you. You want something and do not have it… you covet something and 
cannot obtain it, so you engage in disputes and conflicts.” +++ And what is James’s solution to distractions? ::: 
“”Submit yourselves to God… Draw near to God and God will draw near to you.” +++ This is also beautifully 
reflected in today’s Psalm:: “Happy are those… [whose] delight is in the law of the Lord… They are like trees 
planted by streams of water, which yield fruit in its season, and their leaves do not wither. In all that they do, … 
they prosper.” 
+++++++++++ +++++++++++ +++++++++++ 
It’s so fitting that Jesus picks up a child – someone who at that time was considered to be hardly more than a 
possession, like a goat or a wagon. And he tells the disciples:: “”THIS is who you should be focused on serving – 
the smallest, the weakest, the poorest among us. That should have your entire focus.””” +++ Let’s not confuse 
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this moment with Jesus saying, “Let the little children come to me” (That happens in the next chapter). +++ Here, 
Jesus tells us:: ““If you want to find God – serve this child… If you want to see divine power at work – love this 
child. Welcome the Lord into your heart by welcoming this child – and everyone this child represents –… 
everyone who is smaller than you –… everyone who is weaker than you – everyone who is needier than you. +++ 
To BE the greatest – you must serve the least.”” 
++++++ ++++++ +++++ +++++++++ 
These last few weeks, Jesus and his companions have been traveling – to the region of Tyre, the Sea of Galilee, 
Caesarea Philippi… now through Galilee and Capernaum… It’s a road that will eventually lead them to 
Jerusalem – where they will enter to the fanfare of palm branches –+++ and then face the brutal fate that Jesus 
has already foretold. +++ The Good News is that Christ also wants to take US with him on this journey to the 
cross – on the path to salvation. +++ So, this morning, I’m wondering… Are WE distracted from the road to 
Jerusalem,, like the disciples were as they quarreled over who is the greatest?+++ +++ Does our own self-
righteousness get in our way as it did theirs?   +++ Do we think we know a better way – a faster route to God – 
than humble service? +++ +++ +++ What are your distractions? Which of your desires – which of your words – 
which or your actions – distract your eyes from that humble path to Jerusalem – the path that Christ is walking 
with you – step by step? +++ This morning is a good time to set aside your distractions +++ to train your eyes 
back on that road – and to follow him – wherever he might lead. 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.  


