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Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost • September 23, 2018 
Jeremiah 11:18-20 •  Psalm 54  •  James 3:13 - 4:3, 7-8a  •  Mark 9:30-37 
 
“Submit,” James instructs us in today’s reading. But, truth be told, we’d rather not. 

Submission is not the kind of language we’re fond of. The idea of submission strikes most of us as 
backwards or, at the very least, old fashioned. Because when people talk about submission, it seems 
like they’re just arguing for whatever’s convenient for them.  

In the antebellum south, slaves were told that it was un-Christian to escape slavery because 
of the biblical admonition that slaves should “accept the authority of their masters with all 
deference.” Women in abusive relationships are often told that they should stay because they need 
to “submit to their husbands.” When autocrats want to defend policies that they can’t defend on the 
merits, they’ll cite Romans 13, which encourages people to submit to governing authorities. The 
people who call us to submission often seem to be more concerned with their own comfort than 
with our best interests. No wonder we feel a little allergic to the term.  

In fact, our distaste for submission is outstripped only by our love for greatness. And the 
two are usually related in our minds. We think that greatness is about not having to submit yourself 
to anyone else. Not having to take other people’s advice. Not having to take other people’s 
directions. Not having to live on other people’s terms.  

And when the disciples argue over who is the greatest in today’s gospel reading, that’s what 
they’re doing. Remember that Jesus doesn’t set up a hierarchy among his disciples. Jesus is clearly 
the one in charge and your job as a disciple is to follow him, not worry about where you rank as a 
disciple. But we’re not comfortable with that setup, so we argue about who Jesus should have made 
second in command. Whose interests or ideas or interpretations are really the most important? And 
the disciples know this is a senseless argument to be having because when Jesus asks them what they 
were arguing about, they all stand around and stare at each other blankly. The argument about who 
is the greatest might be pointless and serve only to puff up their own egos, but that’s exactly why we 
love having that argument so much. 

So when Jesus and the disciples get to their destination, Jesus picks up a child who is 
hanging around and says, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and 
whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” So why does Jesus make this 
point about greatness using a kid? This may be hard for us to understand because we have such a 
different conception of childhood than Jesus’s contemporaries did. In Jesus’s time, kids were 
valuable mostly for their labor and because they could take care of you when you couldn’t take care 
of yourself.  Your job if you were a kid was to submit to other people. Kids had no status, no 
authority, no real rights on their own. Kids were just about at the bottom of the social hierarchy.  

Now compare that to us. It’s the exact opposite. Unlike Jesus’s contemporaries who valued 
kids for their economic worth, we consider our kids to be priceless. And so there’s no length we 
won’t go to to get our kids into a marginally better school or on a slightly better team or an 
internship with more connected people. Someone recently told me that a few years ago he was 
worried that Wyckoff was getting a reputation as not taking the needs of its kids seriously. The 
reason? Not lead paint. Not asbestos in the schools. No. Because its youth soccer team still played 
on a grass field instead of turf. Kids are not exactly at the bottom of our social hierarchy. 

And most churches have taken Jesus’s admonition to welcome the children with the utmost 
seriousness. More engagement of kids in liturgy, spaces designed for their comfort, better integration 
of child psychology into our curriculums. All of which is worthy of praise. But our obsession with 
kids can also blur our vision of Jesus’s point. How often do we fawn over families with kids, tripping 
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over ourselves to make sure they know that they’re welcome, while we ignore the newly divorced 
dad who just lost custody or the happily childless couple who is sitting right behind us? Probably 
more often than we’d like to admit. 

See, it’s possible that in focusing so much on kids, we’re actually missing Jesus’s point. 
Because Jesus’s point really isn’t about kids. It’s really about the people who we view as secondary. 
The people whose interests we see as expendable. The people who we make submit to us in our 
own pursuit of greatness.  

So if we were to take this story and put it in our contemporary language, who would Jesus 
take as an example of welcoming? Or put it this way: who are the people whose needs are 
considered last?  Because “whoever welcomes [one such person] in my name welcomes me,” Jesus 
says, “and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me.” So the way to greatness is 
actually through submission to and service for others.  

Now let’s pause for a second there. Because you could hear that line and think that this 
whole thing is just a bait and switch around the whole problem. That sounds like the kind of 
submission that we’re so disdainful of. But James and Jesus aren’t talking about submitting to 
vengeful masters or rageful husbands or misguided authorities. They’re talking about submitting to 
God and God’s intentions for creation. Now even if that isn’t quite as problematic, it’s still a little 
vague. So let’s try to get it to a finer point on it. What do we mean by submitting to God and God’s 
intentions? How do we actually do that?  

Next weekend, Scott Schantzenbach, the synod’s assistant to the bishop for stewardship, is 
going to be preaching and doing a forum after church. And he will probably talk about being 
stewards of our money and stewards of our time. But we might take it a step further today and ask 
how we steward our power. Because the submission James is talking about, the welcome that Jesus 
is talking about, depends on an honest accounting of the power we have and self-awareness of the 
ways we use it.  

There’s a new book by Annie Lowrey, a finance journalist, that’s been getting a lot of press 
lately called Give People Money. It’s mostly about universal basic incomes, but it’s also an exploration 
of our desire to be charitable without giving up any power or control. Think of how often we donate 
goods and provide services to developing countries without asking what people need or involving 
locals in the decision making process. We’re often exceedingly generous with our resources but 
equally stingy with our power. There’s one shoe company, for example, that’s known for donating a 
pair of shoes to someone in need for every pair you buy. Which sounds like a good idea. But when 
you go to the villages where all these shoes are ending up, the people often haven’t asked for shoes. 
They’ve asked for investment for a better electrical grid or money to fix a hole in their roof. And 
instead we send them flip-flops. 

Giving resources without giving power, or what James would have called charity without 
submission, isn’t just wasteful. It’s patronizing. Assuming that we know what people need better 
than they do. In light of today’s gospel story, we might even say it’s infantilizing.  

That’s the key to getting this submission thing right. Because the submission that James is 
talking about isn’t providing a religious gloss to the inequalities of the world. It’s a stewardship of 
power that cuts against the grain of inequities that we take for granted. It doesn’t mean submitting 
ourselves to people who have power over us. But it does mean submitting our power to the people 
whose interests go unaddressed, the people who are told that it’s better to teach them to fish than 
give them a fish but never asked whether they need fish in the first place. 

And this is why Jesus lifting up that kid is so important. Because Jesus doesn’t just say that 
you should be courteous to people you have power over. You could imagine Jesus just pointing to 
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the kid and saying, “Whoever wants to be the greatest must be super nice to people who have to 
submit to you.” No, Jesus takes the kid and physically brings the kid up to his level so that they are 
engaging face to face as equals. Jesus upends the hierarchy that we and the disciples are always 
constructing and invites all of us into a new relationship of mutuality.  

See that relationship of mutuality, that covenant that God makes with all of us, that 
relationship is what makes all the difference. Because to be the first, to be the greatest, like Jesus 
says, isn’t a prize for doing the most acts of service. It’s realizing that, in Christ, there is no first and 
there is no last. Only all of us together. All of us whom God has lifted up. All of us who have been 
made equal in the body of Christ. And all of us who are still walking together toward the kingdom of 
God together. 
   

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


