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This morning’s sermon will begin in a slightly different manner.  The first portion entails an amended retelling of Dr. Seuss’ Yertle the Turtle.
  I offer this tale because it is not one of Dr. Seuss’ best known stories and because it sets an interesting backdrop for our biblical texts.  Hear now the story of Yertle the Turtle.
On the faraway Island of Sala-ma-sond, Yertle the Turtle was king of the pond.  A nice little pond, it was clean, it was neat.  The water was warm, there was plenty to eat.  The turtles had everything that turtles might need.  And they were quite happy, quite happy indeed.  Until one day Yertle, the King of them all, decided the kingdom he ruled was too small.  The throne he sat on was too, too low down.  It ought to be higher, Yertle said with a frown.  If I could sit higher how much greater I’d be.  Then I would be king of all that I see.
So Yertle the Turtle, lifted his hand.  And Yertle the Turtle gave a command.  He ordered nine turtles to swim to his stone.  And using these turtles he built a new throne.  He made each new turtle stand on a turtle’s back and he piled them all up in a nine turtle stack.  And then Yertle climbed up.  He sat on the pile.  What a wonderful view he could see ‘most a mile.  All mine, Yertle cried, Oh the things I now rule, I’m king of a cow, I’m king of a mule.  I’m Yertle the Turtle, Oh marvelous me for I am the ruler of all that I see.

And all through the morning he sat there quite high, saying over and over, What great king am I.  Until long about noon, he heard a faint sigh.  Annoyed with that fact, he looked down the stack and he saw at the bottom a turtle named Mack.  Just part of his throne, this plain little turtle looked up and he said, Beg pardon king Yertle, I’ve pains in my back, my shoulders, and knees.  How long must I stand here, your majesty please?
Silence, the King of the turtles yelled back.  I’m King and you’re only a turtle named Mack.  You stay in your place while I sit here and rule, I’m king of a cow I’m king of a mule.  I’m king of a house, I’m king of a cat, but that isn’t all, I’ll do better than that.  My throne shall be higher, his mighty voice thundered, so pile up more turtles, I want ‘bout two hundred.

Turtles, more turtles, he bellowed and brayed, and the turtles way down in the pond were afraid.  They trembled and shook but they came, they obeyed.  And all of them stepped on the head of poor Mack, one after another they climbed; they climbed on his back.
Then again from below in that great heavy stack came a groan from that plain little turtle named Mack.  Your majesty please, I don’t want to complain, but down here below we are feeling great pain.  I know up on top you are seeing great sights but down on the bottom we too should have rights.

You hush up your mouth, howled mighty king Yertle.  You’ve no right to speak to the world’s highest turtle.  But while he was shouting he saw with surprise the moon of the evening was starting to rise.  What’s that, snorted Yertle.  Say what is that thing, that dares to be higher than Yertle the King?  I shall not allow it I’ll go higher still, I’ll build my thorn higher I can and I will.  I’ll call on more turtles I’ll stack them to heaven; I need more turtles ‘bout five thousand and seven.
But just as King Yertle lifted his hand, just as he started to give the command; that plain little turtle below in the stack, that plain little turtle whose name was just Mack; that plain little lad got a little bit mad and plain little Mack did a plain little thing, he burped and it shook the throne of the king.
And Yertle the turtle, who thought all his tool; that burp that was heard ended King Yertle’s rule.  For Yertle the king of all Sala-ma-sond, fell kerplunck off his throne; kerplunk in the pond.  
There is more to this story, but for our purposes today, getting to point where Mack manages to topple King Yertle is sufficient.  Yertle, Rehoboam, James and John, all seem to suffer from the same malady, the same problem.  Each misunderstands and misuses the power they have been given.   Yertle seems to believe his power is so great that all the other turtles must bend to his will and fall into line according to his needs.  
And Rehoboam behaves no differently.  After inheriting the kingdom from his father, Solomon; Rehoboam has the chance to use his power wisely, but he does not.  When Rehoboam is approached by an emissary from the northern tribes; the men and women who deserted his Father’s kingdom because of oppressive rule and cruel behavior; Rehoboam is offered an opportunity to reunite God’s people into a single kingdom.  All he has to do is to agree to rule with less cruelty and with more benevolence than did his father.  But Rehoboam, who is much like Yertle, Silence, the King of the turtles yelled back.  I’m King and you’re only a turtle named Mack; Rehoboam takes his power and instead of using it to aid those who, like Mack, are on the bottom, he says, if you think he made you work hard and kept you under the lash; just wait to see what I have in store for you.  My father was a cupcake compared to the kind of king I plan to be.  I’m Rehoboam oh marvelous me, I am king; I am king of all that I see.
And James and John, though maybe less crassly, were no less culpable than Rehoboam, than Yertle, in their misuse of power.  Like Yertle who looked about him and decided he was sitting too, too low; James and John seem to see their proximity to Jesus and their position as disciples as some sort of stepping stone to a throne that is higher.  Did you hear them, though they did not create a nine turtle stack they did sidle up to Jesus in the shadows of the day and say, Lord, give us what we ask, be a turtle, obey.  Give us new thrones on your left, on your right, give us what we want, power and might.    
Yertle and Rehoboam; James and John badly miss the purpose of power; badly misunderstand the responsibility of power.  They misunderstand it; but Jesus does not.  In the aftermath of James’ and John’s request to be seated on his right and on his left, Jesus calls all the disciples together and seemingly says to them; yes, power is important, but the role of power in my kingdom will not mimic the use of power in the world.  Power in my kingdom is not and will never be understood as one’s authority over another; it is not and will never be used to subjugate someone, anyone another’s rule.  No, power for those who will follow me will be used toward different ends.  If you want my power, if you want to be considered a great a powerful one by me, then you had better understand this, power belongs only to those who would choose to serve, who would choose to be a slave.
  
These are the words Jesus uses to describe how to use his power.  First one must strive to be great.  The specific Greek word he uses for great is megas.
  Megas means, in the strongest possible language, that the one who is megas, the one who is great, is a person who is virtuous, a person who is wise, a person who has the character of a righteous one.  Jesus seems to be saying, if you want to use my power then you must seek to be great, you must be guided by moral excellence; you must be wise,
 and you must be one who seeks the good of the many over the good of the one.  If you want to wield power, my power, then you must have eyes focused on more than your navel, they must be focused on the good of your neighbor; you must have a mind centered on more than your needs, it must be centered on the needs you see around you.  If we want to be powerful by the Savior’s definition then we must have our hands ready to build not individual kingdoms but the kingdom of the God whom we say we love and serve.
Jesus understood the role of power as it was meant to operate in the realm of God; he understood that power; good, constructive power, must always be used in service to justice in service to peace; it must be used to establish equity, to insure righteousness and to bring about hope made known through the love of Christ.  Good power must always be used in service to that which is greater.  That’s why Jesus says if you want to be great, if you want to have power then you must not only seek to be wise you must seek to be a diakanos,
 a servant; a servant for justice, a servant for peace, a servant of reconciliation, a servant of hope.  Unlike Yertle, Jesus is calling all who would have power to use it in service of others. 
Jesus invites all who hear him, all who would follow him then and now to understand that power has nothing to do with thrones or threats, nothing to do with special privilege or status; real power is the willingness to be a servant, to be in service to the things he taught, in service to the peaceable kingdom, the kingdom he brought.   
And beloved of God, we must not be like Yertle or Rehoboam, we must not be like James or John as they appear in Mark 10.  We must not misunderstand or misuse the power God has given us.  For according to the writer of Proverbs, God has given each of us real power.  The writer of Proverbs tells us that the power of life and death, real power is in each of our tongues.  If you can communicate, you have power.  If we can speak with our eyes, our  hands, our lips or our lives then we have power.  

And because we have power this power we have to decide how to use it.    
Will we, like Yertle and Rehoboam, like James and John, gather and use our power for ourselves?  Or will we like Mack, use what God has given us, the ability to reason, the ability to know right from wrong, the ability to speak in service of those things that God would have us do?  Will we use our power in pursuit of peace, in pursuit of equity, in pursuit of right standing with God, in pursuit of joy?  Will we use our power to share the good news that Jesus has come, that love is available and we are a community positioned and prepared to share God’s love with the world?  
This week, you have power; you have power to be about the things of God.  Will you use your power to comfort the Nymans as they mourn the loss of a father and a husband?  Will you use your power to pray for those listed in our bulletins, pray for those whose lives are affected by violence all over the world?  Will you use your power to invite others to Vacation Bible School or to get involved with Women’s Fellowship?  Will you use your power to share a prayer in the church’s next volume of prayers?  Will you use your power to speak out for those in our state and in our nation who are without health care?  Will you use your power to advocate for equitable funding for education or a humane way to care for the earth?  Will you use your power to reconcile or reach out; will you use your power to guide, to help, to encourage, to mend?  How will you use your power; for you do have God given power? 

Beloved of God, just like Yertle, just like Mack, just like James and John, just like Rehoboam, we each have power; and now we are called by the one we call Savior to use it in great ways, to serve the needs of others, to speak of the love of Jesus, to be the voice even if it is a small voice; a voice like Mack’s; that demands all creation be respected and that all people be recognized as bearers of God’s image.  

Will you write a note, tell your story, speak to the Yertle’s of our day, speak up like the Mack’s of our children’s story?  Will you speak in voices loud or soft, speak to nations or neighbors or self; will we speak and trust that as we speak the words of God and seek the way of Christ that our little just might disrupt a huge turtle stack, disrupt what is not right, not good, not of God, just like Mack.  
If the writer of Proverbs is right, and we do have the power of death and life in our tongues, then we as servants of Christ are called to speak and to speak life.  How will you use your power this week?  If we will, if we will choose to use our power in service to the things Christ taught . . . 
Then from up above our God shall smile down,
And look upon you as you move about town.
Using your tongue and your mouth and your voice,
Using them all to tell people your choice

To serve your great God, the one in your heart,
Beloved use your voice, use your power; now let’s start. 
� It may be important to some to know that Ted Geisel (Dr. Seuss) created  Yertle in the wake of WWII and Hitler’s reign as a way to teach about the evils of fascism. For more information, please see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yertle_the_Turtle_and_Other_Stories. 


� The entirety of the shaded portion of this sermon was taken from the children’s story, Yertle the Turtle by Dr. Seuss.  With apologies to Dr. Seuss, some portions have been amended or changed to fit into the time format of today’s sermon.


� Jesus also tells those who would follow him that they must be willing to be slaves.  The Strong’s Hebrew Greek Dictionary points out that the word the text uses for “slave” is δοῦλος (doulos).  Among its definitions are:  one who gives himself up to another's will, devoted to another.  It is important to note, that Jesus is in no way supporting an institution of slavery that would subject anyone to being thought of as property.


� The Strong’s Hebrew Greek Dictionary points out that the word the text uses for “great” is μέγας (megas).    Among its definitions is the following:  persons, eminent for ability, virtue, authority, power and things highly esteemed for excellence.


� The Psalmist tells us that the beginning of wisdom is the fear or the reverence of the Lord.  See Psalm 111:10.


� The Strong’s Hebrew Greek Dictionary points out that the word the text uses for “servant” is διάκονος (diakonos}.  Among its definitions are:  a servant, attendant one who, by virtue of the office assigned to him by the church, cares for the poor and has charge of and distributes the money collected for their use.  This is the same word from which we derive our English noun deacon.
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