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READINGS 

Jeremiah 11:18-20

It was the Lord who made it known to me, and I knew; then you showed me their evil 
deeds.
But I was like a gentle lamb led to the slaughter. And I did not know it was against me 
that they devised schemes, saying, "Let us destroy the tree with its fruit, let us 
cut him off from the land of the living,  so that his name will no longer be 
remembered!"
But you, O Lord of hosts, who judge righteously, who try the heart and the mind,
let me see your retribution upon them, for to you I have committed my cause.

Mark 9:30-37

Jesus and his disciples passed through Galilee. He did not want anyone to know it; 
for he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, 

The “Son of Man” [The heir of humanity] is to be betrayed into humanity’s hands, 
and they will kill him, and three days after being killed, he will rise again.” 

But they did not understand what Jesus was saying and were 
afraid to ask him.

Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them, 
“What were you arguing about on the way?” But they were silent, for on the way 
they had argued with one another who was the greatest. 

He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them, “Whoever wants to be first must 
be last of all and servant of all.” Then he took a little child and put them among 
them; and taking the child  in his arms, he said to them, “Whoever welcomes one 
such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me 
but the one who sent me.”
============================================================== 

I start with this picture: a boy alone on town steps in Dortmund, Germany.  Gaffer 
tape across his mouth, and a handwriDen  challenge: “Do you really want to 
sacrifice my future?” 

That’s what we’re doing, though for anyone planing on living more than a year or 
two, genera8on is less relevant.  



His future is already  my future, and that  of all life sharing our common home.  

And yet even in the ques8on, there is hope. Maybe even joy. 

 The sustaining solidarity of movements of protest.... a Hosanna - God-help-us sort 
or joy. Shared sacrifice for the life of the world. 

I grew up to think of sacrifice as excep8onal.  My church -however -  urges me to 
give sacrificially.  And regularly!  I have a roof over my head because others do 
that. 

I also discovered  “sacrifice in vain”, that double tragedy of cost and betrayal;  
Sacrifice for no gain except misery.  

Waste, is no trivial maDer.    

Like faith with no engagement.   

Like engagement with no joy. 

For, buried in the fundraising  campaigns of the  New Testament leDers is a verse I 
was once  asked by Presbyterians  to leave out of a talk on Chris8an stewardship: 

Each of you should give what you have decided in your heart to give, not 
reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. 

Is cheerfulness a subversion of sacrifice? Is it inappropriate, to look for joy and 
happiness in our urgent commitments.? 

Hint:  Jesus came, that our joy might be full. 

That’s certainly been a feature of EcoCongrega8on Scotland.  

Responding to the gloom and doom of global crisis with prayer and costly local 
ac8on.   



Rewarded with enrichment of fellowship and faith. 

Working on the heart to let go of what we need carry no more.  

None of which is wasted. 

With sacrifice,  it’s also possible, less joyfully, to overdo it: “she sacrificed her 
health for her job”, family, whatever.  “Burnout.” 

Fire was a sign of the the abusive cults that Israel opposed, that in Gehenna - the 
place translated as hell - their own children and futures -were killed by fire  in 
sacrifice. 

  Worse even than sacrificing a stranger, because of the viola8on of your own 
humanity that it involved.  

Like so much we do:  beneficial prac8ce, taken to grotesque extreme. 

Gehenna is where well-meaning people end up, when warnings are not heeded.  

  

And that’s what Jesus  confronts as the human default:  to kill the Son of Man, 
that is,  for humanity to destroy humanity’s heir.  

Humans to kill human future.  

That’s so scary, disciples don’t dare ask.  

Yet even more scary and challenging for us  is Jesus’ acceptance of the inevitability 
of the Cross.   

That he believes that this highly credible  default has to be faced up.  



And though  for those first hearers, the hope he offers seems far less credible,   

when hope is  authen8cated  by resurrec8on,  we now hope beyond hope.  

Not blinkered op8mism,  but eyes-wide-open hope which knows that truth denied 
or evaded is danger not addressed.  

And that, because what lies beyond the inevitable is God, then our path through 
real dangers really  is a different one. Different from default. 

You and I are involved in Chris8an local global and spiritual living today, rather 
than toothless historical reconstruc8on, and we are warned as disciples are always 
warned of actual and inevitable harm to be faced up. 

The science is no less God-given than any other prophe8c warning.  

 Which makes faith and courage hope and cheerfulness,  all the more vital.  

And yes, that’s why talk of a ‘living sacrifice’ in  the New Testament is outrageously 
and miraculously cake and eat it progress.   

A holy commitment which does not eradicate the future. Where sacrifice is 
transfigured as nurture, both the fruit  and the con8nuing life of the tree feed the 
life of this world, the land of the living . 

For us to live in such a way,  that sacrificial  ac8ons are not at the cost of life’s 
future.   

To grasp that the ongoing and genuine crucifixion of the planet: humanity’s abuse 
of humanity’s home,  is not the end of the world. 

I am in awe of  the cra]iness of the writers of Mark, in the things they place 
together:  the extreme  contrast of the sacrifice of our child (Son of Man) with the 
welcome of the child and the call to lead by service.  

 Our scholars and typeseDers  put these asunder with paragraphs and categorising 
headings. Mark marries  them by wri8ng. 



Because to welcome the child, rather than sacrifice the child is to welcome Jesus 
and God.  

To welcome a future which lives among us, yet whose shape is unknown in the 
face of an alarming present, is the discipleship Jesus offers us, through the 
recycling of the Spirit. 

And thus to con8nue to accept  leadership in all aspects of society, and faith,  
which offers only superficially green ways of doing the same old things, is  to look 
back on  the cross yet ignore the resurrec8on.   

Looking only back; at the real bad news, we gain nothing. 

S8ll more painfully and manipula8vely, na8on states talk of sacrifice in wars: when 
it’s not longer an it but a who, that is sacrificed, whether or not they get a say.  

In Wilfred Owen’s poem, the Old Man, given the chance to save his ‘seed’ by 
offering  

..... the Ram of Pride instead of him. 

.... slew his son, 

And half the seed of Europe, one by one. 

Jeremiah’s sacrificed lamb, tradi8onally seen as prefiguring the  linkage of Jesus 
with lambs of Passover, taps into the sublimated injus8ce of an innocent  living 
and conscious young creature… 

…offered as an escape route for those whose own behaviour endangers them or 
their community.   

Not just an it but a who. 

It feels like an extor8on of life, and in Jeremiah, the the] of the future. 



 And the good things which might yet come to light, given the chance.  

The fruit from the tree, be it edible , useful or just beau8ful, whose worth is 
blasphemously denied and squandered;  

whose possibili8es, good and bad are brutally wasted. 

Jeremiah’s enemies delight in adding insult to fatal injury by destroying not just 
God’s ambassador,  

whose words are God’s gi] to them,  

but also their urgent warnings;  

their influence for change and for healing.  

Since the announcement of Code Red, I don’t  need to go into very much more 
detail for you to iden8fy what amounts to the same maliciously counterproduc8ve 
tendency in business as usual of global culture, a way of life which the 
interna8onal youth climate protest movement iden8fies as the sacrifice of life’s 
future. 

Global sacrifice is the business that voices of commerce long to re-embrace  once 
presumed restraints of COVID are finally dismissed;  sacrifice as the nostalgic old 
normal. 

Jeeng  back into the golden age of waste,  

single-use,  and economic growth above all other considera8ons. 

The golden veneer of injus8ce defended with authority and force by those who 
lead, unlike Christ, with sacrifice of  others, foreigners, futures. 

Christ’s way, is  kinder, harder, more demanding, and  yet of far more prac8cal 
value  than the church in my life8me  has dared  to acknowledge. 



To lead by subver8ng leadership. To pursue greatness, yes, and rightly so. The 
greatness Jesus and later Paul iden8fy  as the shamelessly compe88ve honouring 
of those in greatest need.   

Because the disinterested humility of keeping your own counsel,  keeping your 
hands clean,  standing back and not geeng involved: apathy and chosen despair is 
the  cut-price twin of selfish domina8on.   

Protestants used  to weaponise such passages as Psalm 51: 16  against any more 
explicit acknowledgement of ritual sacrifice  

You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do not take pleasure in 
burnt offerings. 

But the value of the Psalms, like those which echo Jeremiah’s curse on his 
enemies - and what is that but  a prayer to be able to live long enough to see the 
cause and effect of ignoring the warnings he has offered at such cost -  

…the value of the Psalms is when they remain uncensored by Chris8an niceness.   

The poet of Psalm 51 is not a]er all  growing up and out of  bloody sacrifice, but 
longing to dash back to the bloody Good old days. 

Equa8ng righteousness with  the extravagance  of sacrifice, as if there were no 
tomorrow,   

which, in lethally insis8ng all is well, endangers such tomorrow as God might be 
pleased to offer. 

Ps 51: 19  

Then you will delight in the sacrifices of the righteous, 

    in burnt offerings offered whole; 

    then bulls will be offered on your altar. 

We have only to look at the s8ll soaring greenhouse gas emissions alongside  
headlong rush back to frequent flying to iden8fy  ourselves with this ancient poet.  

The learning for us, as with the nuclear sacrifice of ci8es ‘devoted to destruc8on’  
should be the learning of horror which galvanises rather than paralyses. 



How can a hopeful Chris8an preacher of Good News be loving enough to tell such 
truth? 

Perhaps, by impa8ently loving both my neighbour and myself, for both are in need 
of radical change right now. 

Expressing love in each small sacrificial change of life:  reducing, recycling; 
repurposing the sinful wastefulness which is the norm.  

The wise, in Scripture, are like trees. Trees, when nurtured, bear fruit for the good 
of all and seed for their own future. 

In these reflec8ons in the Season of Crea8on, you are not asked for the sacrifice 
which means finding someone else to blame, some other life to offer,  but  instead 
to look with hope to a beDer future than that which, all our lives, our species has 
been preparing through the burnt offering of the planet.  

Start now, and if you’ve already started, start anew each day. With every small 
ac8on, every Hosanna prayer:  the sacrifices not of the self-deceiving righteous, 
but of the beloved sinners Jesus calls to greatness, leading with service, and with 
childlike joy. 


