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Texts: Proverbs 31:10-31 • Psalm 1 • James 3:13-4:3, 7-8a • Mark 9:30-37

Proverbs 31:10-31 
A capable wife who can find? She is far more precious than jewels.
The heart of her husband trusts in her,
and he will have no lack of gain. She does him good, and not harm, all the days of 

her life.
She seeks wool and flax,
and works with willing hands. She is like the ships of the merchant, she brings her 

food from far away.
She rises while it is still night
and provides food for her household and tasks for her servant-girls.
She considers a field and buys it;
with the fruit of her hands she plants a vineyard. She girds herself with 

strength, and makes her arms strong.
She perceives that her merchandise is profitable.
Her lamp does not go out at night. She puts her hands to the distaff, and her 

hands hold the spindle.
She opens her hand to the poor,
and reaches out her hands to the needy. She is not afraid for her household when 

it snows, for all her household are clothed in crimson.
She makes herself coverings;
her clothing is fine linen and purple. Her husband is known in the city gates, taking 

his seat among the elders of the land.
She makes linen garments and sells them;
she supplies the merchant with sashes. Strength and dignity are her clothing, and 

she laughs at the time to come.
She opens her mouth with wisdom,
and the teaching of kindness is on her tongue. She looks well to the ways of her 

household, and does not eat the bread of idleness.
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Her children rise up and call her happy;
her husband too, and he praises her: “Many women have done excellently, but 

you surpass them all.”
Charm is deceitful, and beauty is vain,
but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised. Give her a share in the fruit of 

her hands, and let her works praise her in the city gates.

Psalm 1 
Happy are those who do not follow the advice of the wicked, or take the path that 

sinners tread, or sit in the seat of scoffers;
but their delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his law they meditate day and 

night.
They are like trees planted by streams of water, which yield their fruit in its sea-

son, and their leaves do not wither. In all that they do, they prosper.
The wicked are not so, but are like chaff that the wind drives away.
Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the congrega-

tion of the righteous;
for the Lord watches over the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will 

perish.

James 3:13 - 4:3, 7-8a 
Who is wise and understanding among you? 
Show by your good life that your works are done with gentleness born of 

wisdom. But if you have bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not be 
boastful and false to the truth. Such wisdom does not come down from above, but 
is earthly, unspiritual, devilish. For where there is envy and selfish ambition, there 
will also be disorder and wickedness of every kind. But the wisdom from above is 
first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits, 
without a trace of partiality or hypocrisy. And a harvest of righteousness is sown in 
peace for those who make peace.
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Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they come from? 
Do they not come from your cravings that are at war within you? 
You want something and do not have it; so you commit murder. And you 

covet something and cannot obtain it; so you engage in disputes and conflicts. 
You do not have, because you do not ask. You ask and do not receive, because you 
ask wrongly, in order to spend what you get on your pleasures. Submit yourselves 
therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Draw near to God, 
and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and purify your 
hearts, you double-minded.

Mark 9:30-37 
They went on from there and passed through Galilee. He did not want any-

one to know it; for he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man 
is to be betrayed into human hands, and they will kill him, and three days after 
being killed, he will rise again.” 

But they did not understand what he 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 it among them; and taking it 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.”
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Here’s a question for all of us: What are you great at? 
In fact, what are you better at than anyone else you know? 
No need to be bashful since we won’t be writing our answer down anywhere. 

While you’re thinking about your superlative, I’m happy to share my answer.
I am master of the power nap. God has given me the ability to take a nap and 

wake up about 20 minutes later, without an alarm clock. This talent has come in 
handy when the post-lunch doldrums hit and I find myself wandering to the soft 
couches of our renovated youth center.

So what skill or talent do you possess that exceeds anyone you know? 
Do you have it in your mind? 
Maybe later you can tell me what your talent is. But I have a related follow-up 

question: how do you know you’re better at it than anyone else?
Comparison. There is a need, a necessity, to compare. It’s the only way to 

gauge what we each excel at — and where we may need a performance improve-
ment plan. Comparison is how we determine standards and percentiles. As a new 
father of a five-month-old daughter, the first thing we find out at each pediatrician 
visit is what percentile she sits at for weight and length. And I know this is only the 
beginning of a lifetime of testing, rankings, and bell curves.

Comparison is a necessary part of progress. The ability to recognize the ex-
ceptional helps push improvement and progress. Comparison is built right into our 
capitalist economy; we reward the rare and noteworthy, and we buy the latest and 
greatest. Knowing what is truly great helps expand the imagination of the possible. 
And so we have endless arguments over who is the greatest: the greatest president, 
the greatest scientist, the greatest college football team (2005 Texas Longhorns) and 
so on.

We would be shortsighted then if we look down on the apostles; they are only 
doing what is natural and at times necessary: figuring out greatness.

But there’s a flipside to measuring greatness. The pursuit of greatness has a 
nasty habit of leaving a lot of people behind. 

What happens when you are no longer the greatest? 
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When your body begins to age? 
I fancy myself a basketball player, and I remember that when I was younger 

playing pickup games, my aim was to be at least the second or third best player on 
the court. (The trick there is to be selective about who you play with.) 

Today? I’m just hoping to contribute.
Or what if you were never the greatest and knew you never could be? 
We hear this tension of not being the greatest in the words of James. What 

else inspires “bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts” than the desire to be 
the greatest? 

In the course of preparing for the sermon, I searched for a list of great 
achievements at a young age. This, by the way, is not the best self-esteem building 
exercise. Einstein published his paper on relativity at 26, Mozart composed his first 
opera at 14, and Bill Gates founded Microsoft at 19. Let’s all let out a huge collective 
sigh, and accept our commoner status.

Yet the pressure to be great is ceaseless. You may feel the pressure in the les-
son from Proverbs. This remarkable chapter is an acrostic where each verse works 
through the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet. And with this impeccable resume, 
the woman is called not great, but simply capable! As if women today aren’t under 
enough pressure before dealing with the demands of Proverbs 31. If our working 
women lean in any further, they just might fall flat on their faces. Notice though 
that none of the tasks of this woman are gender exclusive. Re-read the chapter and 
replace the gender pronouns. I wonder if the writer of Proverbs said to look for a 
woman, because the writer knew no capable man would ever be found.

The consequence of pursuing greatness then leads us to coping strategies. We 
add qualifiers — for example, I am the greatest basketball player... among Methodist 
pastors born in Kentucky, raised in Houston, aged 37, and of Taiwanese descent. Or 
we try not to care, yet check the stat sheets each morning. And over time, we may 
find ourselves giving up and embracing mediocrity. In the worst cases, the pressure 
burdens us with guilt and shame, pushing us down into anxiety disorders or even a 
depression that makes it difficult to simply get moving.
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Why is this? 
Because when we define life on a standard of greatness, we can also measure 

our worth by our place on that scale. Being great becomes the only way we know to 
get recognized, to have value, or to simply be noticed.

The irony of the apostles’ argument is that it happened while walking with 
Jesus on the way to Jerusalem. In the gospel of Mark, Jesus has been teaching and 
healing in northern Israel around the Sea of Galilee. Last week we heard Peter’s 
confession of Jesus as Messiah at Caesarea Philippi; Jesus now turns his face toward 
Jerusalem, bracing himself for the shame of the cross. At the same time that Jesus is 
trying to teach them about sacrifice, the apostles are talking about who is the great-
est. The apostles here do not understand and are afraid to ask.

Perhaps they were afraid because they remember Jesus rebuking Peter from 
last week. Perhaps they were afraid because they weren’t sure if Jesus was still speak-
ing in parables. Perhaps they were afraid because they would rather seek greatness 
than deny themselves and take up the cross.

So instead of seeking understanding, they spend their time arguing about 
who is the greatest. 

And why not? 
Just prior to this passage, three of them had the privilege to see Jesus transfig-

ured, his glory unveiled. Then the apostles who didn’t get to see the transfiguration 
were having a difficult time exorcising a demon from a young boy. Clearly, some 
apostles were greater than others. Admit it, in any group of twelve, you can quickly 
determine who’s in the running for the greatest and who isn’t. Peter/James/John can 
make a case for being the greatest… but Bartholomew? He’s going to be riding the 
bench all season.

But how would one even begin to measure the greatness of apostles? 
Exorcisms? 
Conversions? 
Healings? 
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There’s another trap in the pursuit of greatness. Once we name our standard 
of measurement, it skews the work of the church. We end up incentivizing one ac-
tivity over another, and the church will walk lopsided as everyone clamors to be the 
greatest and focuses on one activity, while ignoring everything else.

Don’t you love how Jesus answers the apostles? 
He simply asks a probing question, “What were you talking about while we 

were walking?” And then this guilty, pregnant silence. Notice then that Jesus doesn’t 
rebuke the apostles. He sees their predicament, he sees the trap of greatness that 
lures us all, and he gathers the twelve together to paint a better way.

What’s the antidote to greatness? 
Jesus teaches that greatness is about being last, a servant to all. This passage 

is one of three in the gospel of Mark where Jesus tells the apostles about his coming 
suffering, death, and resurrection. Each time the apostles misunderstand, and then 
Jesus offers a clarifying remark on what it means to be a disciple. And it’s always 
about reversals. To be great is to be last and servant of all.

Then Jesus gives a visual example to demonstrate this teaching: welcome 
the children. To be clear, Jesus is not saying anyone who has kids has achieved this 
teaching. He is pointing to the practice of receiving the most vulnerable around 
us. We have to remember that children in Jesus’ time were viewed differently than 
today. Sociologist Viviana Zelizer says children today are “economically useless but 
emotionally priceless.” Two thousand years ago, things were different.

Children were considered the least-valued members of society, not quite fully 
human. Children were often seen as burdens: helpless, dependent, and non con-
tributors. As such, there was an astonishing accepted Roman practice of exposure, 
where children were abandoned to nature to die, exposed to the elements. For the 
poor, exposure avoids an extra mouth to feed. For the rich, exposure becomes a 
means of selecting gender, clarifying lines of succession, or hiding sexual indiscre-
tion. While Jews did not accept this practice, neither were they required to take any 
action. Sometimes these abandoned children would get picked up, but for profit: 



to be raised and sold as slaves, beggars, or prostitutes. So when Jesus teaches about 
welcoming children, there is a vivid and stark image that his hearers would have 
latched upon.

And the antidote to greatness is to welcome these children, the precious ones 
who have been abandoned and discarded by society. 

The children today are Aylan Kurdi, the three-year-old boy who tried to es-
cape violence in Syria with his family only to drown in the sea. 

The children today are undocumented mothers and children from Central 
America who risk their lives to seek refuge in the United States. 

The children today are the millions trapped in a foster care system with no 
voice, no advocate, and no guardian. 

We can ignore these children. We have that choice and that option. We can 
label their journeys, their stories, and their lives as insignificant and disposable. Or 
we can wrestle with what it means to welcome children. We can stop and listen to 
what the Holy Spirit may be doing in our lives.

And it’s key for us to understand welcoming children as a sacrificial action. 
This is not a simple, clean transaction. Often charities promise that you can save a 
child’s life for as little as $10. That is a bit misleading. You can prevent the death of 
a child for $10, but to save a life means to nurture and to receive a child for years, 
and to allow yourself to be transformed as well. As spiritual director Glenn Mitchell 
writes, “Scooping up a child requires letting go of whatever we’re holding.”

Just as an exercise, try and watch a child for one day: this is an all-consuming 
task, no less demanding today than in Jesus’ time. If you’re watching a child, the 
task demands all your attention. Thus, we cannot reduce the act of welcome to 
merely writing a check. To welcome a child might mean helping refugee families 
create a new home here, or to advocate and speak on children’s behalf when you 
have a voice, and for some it may literally be to welcome a child into your home. 
This is ongoing, persistent work.

Yet through this act of welcome, Jesus tells us, is the path to greatness. For in 
welcoming a child, in allowing a child to demand your attention, we welcome Jesus, 
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who has identified with these children, and when we welcome Jesus, we welcome 
God. This is a holy mystery.

But for me, there’s a problem: if I’m honest in my self reflection, I’m not cer-
tain that I can be this gracious, this generous, and this loving. In fact, I know that 
level of goodness and selflessness does not reside within me. Yet, there is a place 
where I can turn. Because God has welcomed me first.

Remember, that these words are framed by Jesus’ slow, steady march toward 
Jerusalem, where he will face his greatest trial. And Jesus endures betrayal, bears the 
cross, and cries his last breath. Then on that third day, he is raised from the dead, 
confirming this path of love. My brothers and sisters, if you doubt that you can ever 
love and welcome a child, fall back on the truth that God has welcomed you, with-
out condition, through Jesus Christ. Drink deeply from that well of unending grace. 
If greatness is about being recognized, having value, and being noticed, you don’t 
need to do anything: God has already seen you, valued you, and loved you regard-
less of what great thing you have or have never done.

Again, we can hear the echo of the gospel in James: Draw near to God, and 
God will draw near to you. The distance we may feel from God is self-imposed. God 
has already welcomed us into the holy and divine presence. Every doubt you may 
have about how God could love and welcome you has been answered without ques-
tion by the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

And there is the invitation of Jesus Christ in the gospel lesson. It’s an invita-
tion to leave this race to be the greatest whenever you are ready to stop. Ready to 
stop reaching and grasping, competing and achieving, yearning and envying. When 
you are ready to exit, open your arms wide to receive the welcoming love of God, 
and open your arms wide to welcome the children with that love of God.
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