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Vera Lynn is at the top of the charts and British troops, including the Royal Air Force, are fighting overseas and one could be forgiven for thinking that very little has changed. There is, of course, much that is different about our current context and the battles of the WW2 but what remains an uneasy and painful constant is our human tendency towards conflict. Jesus word to us today is that this is not how it has to be: abandon your rivalries, he says, and welcome children. That’s what I’d like to think about this morning.
Last weekend I played in a game of football. This was unwise in so many ways and I am still living with the consequences of my exertions. The match is a regular feature of an annual family gathering in Gloucester. It is the only time in the year, as my children observe, when I actually break out of walking pace into something close to running. The match is an all age affair with players ranging from 9 years old to those well into retirement. It is a good natured affair. On the whole the adults are aware that the younger family members need to be played into the game and that there should not be too much grown-up weight thrown around. However towards the end, when people like me are wondering whether I can carry on at all, and whatever the score might be (and I don’t think anyone knew what the score was, anyway) someone will shout, “next goal wins” and suddenly the gloves are off. The shots on goal become harder, the tackles fiercer, 9 year olds are shouldered out of the way and adults find that last ounce of energy because they want above all things to win.
This shameful behaviour, “competitive dad” syndrome is typical, at least of men and I see those disciples of Jesus who have been caught arguing looking at their shoes in embarrassment.

But they kept quiet because on the way they had argued about who was the greatest

Who is the greatest? It is somewhat pathetic, and they know it, but it is pretty much how we are. We are highly competitive. Now competition has its place – on the sports field, for example, but it has disastrous results when it becomes the main principle by which we live. For some people seeing life as a competition in which you need to get the better of everyone else is the natural order of things. Evolution, after all, is all about the strongest species overcoming the weakest, the fittest surviving. (In fact, there is now much evidence of cooperation in nature, as well as competition). But what may be true for genes and species may not be so helpful as a guide to living and the catastrophic results of the ruthless competitive spirit are all around us in education, the economy, in our personal relationships and, most devastatingly, in war. Do you want to be the greatest?
Jesus point is this: when you get locked into this kind of rivalry to be top dog there will be winners and losers and that’s okay in the Premier league but when it comes to human relationships people get hurt. For every winner who proves himself to be the “greatest” there is someone who is expelled and cast aside. This, it seems to me is why the TV programme Big Brother is so repulsive and a grim mirror to our society; a game show that is based on exclusion. So Zygmunt Bauman says: 
In Big Brother, someone must be excluded each week: not because by some curious coincidence regularly, every week, one person reveals herself or himself as being inadequate, but because that ‘must’ has been written in the rules of ‘reality as seen on TV’. Exclusion is in the nature of things, an un-detachable aspect of being-in the- world, a ‘law of nature’, so to speak …

In a competitive world where there must the “greatest” and, by definition, those who are the losers, it seems like a rule of nature but we human beings are created for more than this and Jesus models a better way and he does it by introducing into the circle of his disciples a child.
He took a little child and had him stand among them.

This is a little child, old enough to stand in the middle of that group of competing, arguing grown ups, but small enough to be later taken in Jesus’ arms and this child is placed in the centre of the circle. In welcoming this child into their midst they are welcoming Jesus; that is, they are accepting Jesus’ way of the first being last and servant of all.
So why a child? Jesus is not getting misty-eyed over children. This is not an “ah, how cute” moment. We all know that children can be as competitive and argumentative with one another as adults can. But in the adult world, a child does not, cannot, compete to be the greatest. Children are without power and prestige, they make no money, they wield no political influence, they cannot be sexual rivals, they cannot impose their will by brute strength. Children stand outside the whole “who-is-the-greatest” thing; they are an example of what Jesus calls elsewhere, the “little ones” who are vulnerable and open and it is with such that Jesus himself identifies.
Whoever welcomes one of these little children in my name welcomes me …
Jesus puts himself outside the kind of competition that divides families, destroys lives and sets nation against nation. Jesus model for greatness is not the all conquering king but the little child and this model must be his disciple’s model too – instead of arguing who is the greatest, they are to welcome the child in their midst.
And so must we. Jesus puts this child and all he represents at the very centre. When people get to arguing about who is the greatest there is usually a scrap of some kind and someone gets defeated and kicked out. Think of the fight in the school playground where a crowd forms a circle around the combatants, egging them on until someone is beaten and expelled. It happens in other places than the school playground too. It happens on Big Brother. Jesus reverses this process of domination and exclusion. Instead of kicking out the “loser”, the one who is weakest, he brings the child into the middle of this circle of arguing disciples and holds him in his arms. He is given the place of special honour.
So we are to welcome in the children, put them in the middle of the circle in a place of honour. We must do so literally: children are deserving of a special place in our competitive and rivalrous adult world. If we were to put children at the heart of our communities or indeed all the other vulnerable “little ones” who play no part in our so-called adult bids for greatness then this would lead to a great transformation. Too often in the heat of the moment children are shouldered aside by adult desire to be top dog and then something is lost to us all.
But, in a deeper way still, in so welcoming those who are who are “least” we welcome Jesus. One way in which we put Jesus at the heart of our lives, our churches, our communities, our nation, is through welcoming the child, the poor, the broken, the sick, the outcast in his name. 
Jesus doesn’t tell his disciples off for wanting to be the greatest. He’s not surprised or shocked by their arguing. He just wants to offer them another kind of greatness altogether. Instead of greatness based on competition and conflict, he offers a greatness that comes from stepping beyond all that into a way of living that renounces these things and instead identifies with the “little ones”. It’s a topsy turvey kind of greatness but one that leads us from hatred to love, from fear to trust and from war to peace .
