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Celebrating Exam Failure 

 
In the name of God the Creator, Christ the Redeemer and the ever-present Comforter. Amen 
 
In looking at today’s gospel it is helpful to see the context in which it is set.  Earlier in chapter 8 we 
read of Jesus’ ministry, which includes the feeding of the four thousand, and the healing of a blind 
man at Bethsaida.   This is Jesus out and about with the people. 
 
But at this point Jesus began to teach the disciples about his coming death, something they did not 
seem to understand, as David spoke about last week.   We read that Peter rebuked him for his views, 
leading Jesus to challenge Peter as belonging to Satan.   
 
Jesus continued to teach disciples and the crowds, at this point speaking very clearly to them about 
the obligations of discipleship.   
 
Chapter 9 begins with the transfiguration.   After this Jesus ordered the disciples not to tell others 
what they are seen until after he had risen from the dead.  Imagine being a disciple at this time and 
trying to get one’s head around the events which were unfolding.  As they left that place and 
travelled through Galilee Jesus devoted time to more teaching about his coming death and 
resurrection. 
 
Despite such momentous predicted events, in today’s gospel we find the disciples arguing among 
themselves.  The cause of their argument:  who was the greatest of them.   This shows how far they 
were from understanding just what Jesus was predicting about the events that would later unfold. 
 
Put yourself in Jesus’ place and think about how disappointed he must have been.  He had been 
sharing momentous future events with the disciples and yet their focus was inward, on themselves.    
At this point Jesus called the Twelve together and spoke to them quite plainly and clearly, “If anyone 
wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the servant of all.”  As a disciple, how would we have 
felt when challenged in this way, and how would you have responded to the challenge? 
 
I believe there is good learning for us in this passage.  If we are to obey Jesus’ teachings we need to 
think about our own roles in becoming “a servant of all”.  All of us have individual gifts that we can 
utilise in serving others.  In Romans 12, Paul enumerates some of the gifts we can use as part of the 
body of Christ:  prophesying; teaching; encouraging; contributing to the needs of others; leadership; 
showing mercy.   Again in 1 Peter 4 Paul gives more hints about living for God:  being clear-minded 
and self-controlled so that we can pray; loving each other deeply; offering hospitality cheerfully, 
using whatever gifts we have to serve others and administer God’s grace. 
 
After Jesus has rebuked his disciples for their push for power he uses a very simple illustration to 
explain to the disciples what their attitude should be.   We read in v36:  He took a little child and had 



him stand among them.  Taking him in his arms, he said to them, “Whoever welcomes one of these 
little children in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me does not welcome me but the 
one who sent me.”  How do we respond to Jesus’ statement? 
 
Firstly: we need to ensure that we are being welcoming to the children and families who worship 
here, endeavouring to be friendly, encouraging them and praying for them. 
 
Secondly: I’m sure most of us have children, grandchildren, godchildren, nieces and nephews.  We 
must make certain that we tell these children how much they are loved, not only as family members, 
but also as children of God – part of Jesus’ family here on earth. 
 
Thirdly: we can have a heart for the children of the world who do not know Jesus and for those who 
live in poverty and despair. 
 
Preaching here in January last year I spoke about the resolution made by 193 UN member states in 
the year 2000 when they resolved to: 
 
  eradicate extreme poverty and hunger, 
  achieve universal primary education, 
  promote gender equality and empowering women 
  reduce child mortality rates, 
  improve maternal health, 
  combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases, 
  ensure environmental sustainability, and 

develop a global partnership for development. 
 
by 2015.  Three years out from 2015 some progress has been made but the resolutions will not be 
fulfilled in total in most of the countries affected.  While the resolutions are universal, many of them 
relate particularly to children. 
 
On Social Justice Sunday how do we reconcile our thoughts and deeds towards these resolutions 
with Jesus’ admonition to welcome the children in his name? 
 
Many of you will know that over the last two or three years I have had a role with the Katoke Trust 
for Overseas Aid and that I have recently returned from my second visit as a volunteer at Katoke-
Lweru School in Tanzania.   
 
While I was in Katoke I read a local newspaper article entitled Kahama:  Where they celebrate exam 
failure”, which told of a man who said he would have committed suicide if his daughter had passed 
the Standard Seven examination (ie at the end of primary school).  Another organised a feast to thank 
God for answering his prayers, in the form of two daughters failing the exams.  Another father said, 
“my daughter has passed;  which means I will have to sell cattle instead of getting some”.  Girls who 
are selected to go into Form One in high school are branded as spoilers because they deal their 
fathers a double blow;  they lose the chance to earn livestock (cattle and goats) paid as dowry from 
potential sons-in-law, and have to sell some cattle to raise money to meet school fees and other 
education-related costs for their daughters. This is not the Tanzania of the past but Tanzania in 
2012.  I have copied and laminated this article and left it on the table in the narthex.  Read it and 
weep! 
 



Changing the local communities’ mindset about education, particularly for girls, is high on the 
Tanzanian education department’s priority list.  Dr Julitta Onabanjo from the United Nations recently 
toured this district to reinforce the fact that this negative attitude to education of girls is contrary to 
other places in the world where parents and communities do everything in their power to send 
children to school. 
 
The local Katoke community, in general, has a more positive attitude to the education of girls, and 
almost fifty percent of students enrolled at the Katoke-Lweru Secondary School are girls.   
 
During my recent visit to Katoke most of my time was spent working with the Form Four students 
(that is, the equivalent of our Year 10).  The pass rate in Tanzania in the National exams at the end of 
Form Four is 17%.  Although Katoke-Lweru Secondary School’s past results have been well above 
the National average in Form Two exams,  this is the first Form Four and therefore the first time the 
school has had candidates.  We believe it is likely that only about fifty percent will pass these exams 
and gain government approval to articulate to Form Five.  
 
I spent time with the students, helping them to each develop an alternative life plan in case they do 
not go on to Form Five and helping them look for training colleges where they could undertake 
vocational courses leading to employment.   I also spent time with those likely to go on at school, 
helping them with subject choices for next year and looking at university prospects for 2015. 
 
I believe this is an area where I have been called to share my God-given gifts.  In doing this I 
gratefully acknowledge the encouragement, prayer support and financial commitments made to this 
work by people in this parish, who have been partners in the work. 
 
Over the last eighteen months members of this parish have contributed to the poverty reduction 
project to help Anglican clergy families supplement their small incomes and subsistence living with 
fresh eggs.  Many of you have also donated to the goat project where we are setting up the clergy 
with a small herd of goats that they can develop to provide food and cash for their families’ needs.  
These men are tithing their goats each year to help the project spread throughout the Kagera diocese.  
Others of you are sponsoring secondary students for tuition or boarding, or both, at Katoke-Lweru 
school.  Many of you came the winter concert when we raised enough money to pay a labourer on 
the school building site for 250 days;  a great help with our current building project. 
 
Members of this parish also are involved with Barbara Ferguson’s Pygmy project, helping to provide 
shelter and schooling for a very poor sector of the DRC community.  I’m sure many of you are 
involved in other projects advocate for and work for children. 
 
So, let us reflect on the last verse of today’s gospel:  “Whoever welcomes one of these little children 
in my name welcomes me and whoever welcomes me does not welcome me but the one who sent 
me”.  Today I’ve highlighted just two areas of Africa where Jesus’ little ones need our assistance but 
we all know that the needs are great both in Australia and throughout the rest of the world.  As we 
reflect we need to think about whether we are being challenged to actively do something for these 
children, or others. 
 
Not everyone can, or should, volunteer overseas.   Not everyone has the financial resources to give to 
these causes.  However, we can all make ourselves aware of the needs in these places and pray 
intelligently for help and answers to these overwhelming problems. 
 
A paper produced recently by the Uniting Church in Australia says: 



• Praying for social justice helps our prayer life become less self-centred and more focused on 
the world God loves.  It has a place in the prayers of individuals, small groups, and the 
congregation. 

 
• Social justice involves responding to current issues, and developing appropriate responses.  

Some of the solutions are within the power of individuals but often the solution requires 
action by government, community groups, churches and business.  Information on issues 
comes to you daily through the media resources of radio, TV, newspapers and the internet. 

 
Praying for social justice involves praying for change. 
 
Social justice will not be achieved by prayer alone.  If we pray for social justice we will find ways of 
working for social justice.  That is the best “amen” to our prayer.  For some that will mean 
supporting the local congregation’s decision to give to social justice work in the church.  For some it 
will mean being active, vocal advocates on behalf of people who suffer injustice.  For others, it will 
mean taking opportunities to influence our neighbours or families.  It may mean thinking about what 
you buy, eg the Fair Trade movement.  It may mean joining a group that focuses on a particular 
issue.  Or it may mean something else.  Pray that God will show you what direction He would have 
you take. 
 
I would like to conclude with a prayer taken from Mother Theresa’s meditation from “A Simple 
Path”: 
 
Dear Lord, the Great Healer we kneel before You, 
since every perfect gift must come from You. 
We pray give skill to our hands, clear vision to our minds,  
kindness and meekness to our hearts. 
Give us singleness of purpose, strength to life up part of the burden of  
our suffering fellow human beings, and a true realisation of the privilege that is ours, 
Take from our hearts all guile and worldliness 
That with the simple faith of a child, we may rely on you.  AMEN 


