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Mark 9:30-37 

30 They went on from there and passed through Galilee. He did not want anyone to know it, 31 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.” 32 But they did not understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him. 

33 Then they came to Capernaum, and when he was in the house he asked them, “What were you arguing about on the 
way?” 34 But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with one another who was the greatest. 35 He sat down, called 
the twelve, and said to them, “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” 36 Then he took a little child 
and put it among them, and taking it in his arms he said to them, 37 “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name 
welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” 

 No one is going to achieve immortality by following Jesus’ advice, right? Nearly fifty years ago, author Robert Caro 

won the Pulitzer Prize for his comprehensive study of power through the life and career and public works of Robert Moses 

on the city of New York. Moses never held elected political office, but was regarded for more than a generation as the most 

powerful person in New York City and the architect of New York’s transit, parkways, sprawling highways, and port 

authority. In assessing Moses’ power and legacy, Robert Caro determines that for a career to be considered great it must be 

long (Moses stayed in power from 1924-1968), for a career to be great it must be immortal (there are two Robert Moses state 

parks in New York State and a dam at Niagara named for him), and for a career to be great there must be positive statistical 

outcomes (according to Caro, Moses is responsible directly for public works costing $27 billion in 1970 dollars). Caro goes 

on to identify other factors of Moses’ success: ‘the fear in which Moses was held was intensified because of his memory. 

Cross him once, politicians said, and he would never forget. And if he ever got the chance for revenge, no consideration 

would dilute his venom.’1 Caro goes on to conclude that Robert Moses was ‘America’s greatest builder,’ and the primary 

‘shaper of the greatest city in the New World,’ New York City. Oh by the way, I forgot to mention the title of his book, The 

Power Broker. 

 On a different note, I recall about twenty years ago when I was in seminary, Richard John Neuhaus, who was then a 

Catholic priest but who earlier in his life was a Lutheran pastor in inner city Brooklyn, came to speak on campus. He recalled 

reading in article in Harper’s Magazine sometime in the 1970s, the same time Robert Caro was profiling Robert Moses, and 

the article described 8-10 qualities of what it means to be a fully developed human being. I can’t recall all the qualities he 

listed off, but they were all ones a cosmopolitan New Yorker could easily meet, but as he was reading the article however, 

Neuhaus realized no member of his inner city parish qualified as a fully developed human being based on this list of qualities. 

 
1 Robert Caro, The Power Broker, 15. 



 
 
It was a realization, that transformed his calling and also led him question our whether our modern liberal capitalist society 

rewarded certain types of human beings and punished others as less than human, sub human, not worthy of our attention or 

care.  

 If we use the qualities Robert Caro developed to determine a career of greatness, I wonder how Jesus would stack 

up. Longevity would have to be a big X. Three years does not a long and successful career make. What about immortality? 

Well, that is the thing, no and yes. No in the sense that there is barely a historical record of Jesus’ existence outside of the 

gospels. He was killed by the powers that be and afforded the lowest form of punishment given to common criminals and 

traitors and enemies of the state.  And achieved no rebellion, no separate state or even a new party alongside the Pharisees 

and Saducees. And he spent a lot of his time around people that were out of favor with polite society, shall we say. Tax 

collectors colluding with the imperial enemy. Lepers and people considered less than human or unclean because of a physical 

ailment. People who were from the wrong side of the tracks, the wrong ethnicity, the wrong social class. All of them find 

their way into Jesus’ company. What about statistics? Well, initially at least, the statistics are not good. Just some small 

fledgling communities scattered throughout the Mediterranean, but it doesn’t take you to read the New Testament very long 

to wonder how any of them stayed together as a community. Even if you started from scratch and listed off the top 10 

behaviors of the most dysfunctional church, it would pale in comparison to the actual behaviors of First Corinth 

Presbyterian Church. By these standards of greatness, Jesus Christ would not measure up. And maybe it is not Jesus that we 

should try in rehabilitate into a more macho successful mogul who knows how to wield power and take names, but maybe it 

is our measurements of greatness that need to be revisited.  

We heard last week in Mark’s gospel very clearly that serving Jesus Christ is about self-denial, taking up our cross 

and following him (Mark 8:34-35), and here, while the disciples are arguing about which one of them will be most exalted in 

the discipleship hall of fame, Jesus tries to offer them a different vision of greatness, that you became great by becoming 

small, or in Robert Capon’s words, ‘only losing wins.’2 I had a parishioner in the church I used to serve that swore the well-

known phrase that ‘God helps those who helps themselves’ was in the Bible, but not only is it not in there, but it goes against 

the grain of what is in there, including a Savior who ‘saves,’ not through a religious experience or a spiritual achievement or 

even rewarding righteous behavior, but by giving his life away, losing his life, and being willing to forfeit it for a whole lot of 

people who think we are all supposed to earn it and do it by ourselves.  

 
2 Robert Farrar Capon, ‘Losing as the Mechanism of Grace, in Kingdom, Grace, Judgment: Paradox, Outrage, and Vindication in 
the Parables of Jesus, 183.  



 
 

And in the Greco-Roman world that Jesus and his disciples inhabited, forfeiting one’s position for one of a ‘lower 

status,’ was not considered honorable at all but dishonorable and unvirtuous. In his study Humility Illuminated, Denis 

Edwards, looks at the New Testament virtue of humility and reminds us that in the New Testament world honor was 

achieved on the battlefield or a herioic deed or contributing to a public need, but ‘putting others first or voluntarily taking a 

lowly position was dishonorable.’3 Edwards concludes that Jesus does not ‘seem to care’ about greatness in the way we 

measure it or even his own contemporaries measured it, ‘Jesus redefines greatness by using himself as a counterexample.’4 

Greatness is acquired not in gaining an advantageous position but comes through the God who graces the humble.5 And 

even the God we find when we engage these narratives in scripture is not the God of our preconceptions that we bring with 

us, whether we bring with us a God who can’t change God’s mind or we prefer a God who only serves as our personal 

spiritual vending machine or we want a God who reflects more conventional forms of greatness and power and does not 

redefine greatness in any way.  

It’s not just us though…Robert Capon reminds us that ‘far too many times in (the church’s) history, (we) have found 

it easier to act as if spiritual greatness was more about the sugar of moral and spiritual achievement rather than the salt of 

Jesus’ passion and death.’ We would rather preach ‘salvation (only) for the successfully well behaved, redemption for the 

triumphantly correct in doctrine, and pie in the sky for all the winners who think (we) can walk into the final judgment and 

flash (our) passing report cards to Jesus.’6  

Welcome to the world of church and discipleship and greatness where often ‘only losing wins,’ and where we, 

though happy to do it ourselves and trade ‘spiritual success,’ for ever having to look weak and dependent and helpless. Yet 

often asking for help, forgetting ourselves long enough to dwell in the concerns of others, welcoming the vulnerable, and 

working for a community where all have a calling and all belong, may seem like lowly work and not on the path to greatness, 

but is the most liberating, freeing, (not too mention) life-saving work in which we will ever participate. No where else in the 

world teaches people to live like this, and often times the church dismisses it too, but the church is the only place in our 

world that can remind ‘the wide world of sinners drowning in the syrup of their own success,’ that in Robert Capon’s words, 

the way to God and freedom and joy and life abundant can only be found in a Savior who ‘raises the dead and only the dead,’ 

 
3 Denis Edwards, Humility Illuminated, 93. 

4 Denis Edwards, Humility Illuminated, 94. 

5 Denis Edwards, Humility Illuminated, 95. 

6 Robert Farrar Capon, ‘Losing as the Mechanism of Grace, in Kingdom, Grace, Judgment: Paradox, Outrage, and Vindication in 
the Parables of Jesus, 183. 



 
 
and who saves ‘losers and only losers.’7 A Savior whose greatness can seem completely invisible to our more conventional 

measurements of greatness.  

Mark’s gospel is notoriously hard on the disciples. They always offer the wrong answer or worse, completely 

misinterpret Jesus’ teachings. Jesus calls them to take up their cross and follow him. And they do, but on the way, they spend 

their time arguing over which one of them will be the GOAT disciple, the greatest of all time. But the point of discipleship is 

not too create ‘religious experts’ or specimens of achievement and greatness who are here to compete for best in show.  

Alleged deathbed quotations are notoriously hard to authenticate. And sometimes, multiple quotations are 

attributed to one person’s deathbed. As if they were just lying there at the end of their life reeling off one inspiring quotation 

after another to wrap it all up before they left this mortal coil. So with that grain of salt, I give you Martin Luther’s deathbed 

quotation, or at least one of them. According to some, Luther’s last words were ‘we are all beggars.’ None of it is ours, even 

those things we own. All of us are beggars. Learning that true greatness is found in asking for help, depending upon others, 

and using our time not just to work on ourselves, but to exalt others, even those who will never max out on any 

measurement of greatness. The ecumenical church leader from India, D.T. Niles defined Christian community and the 

Christian message as ‘one beggar telling other beggars where he found bread.’8   

Jesus revisits greatness, redefines greatness, Jesus shows us a kind of greatness in which we need fellow beggars, 

fellow sinners, fellow disciples to walk with us, not as religious overachievers or moral specimens or self-righteous prophets, 

but as one beggar who tells another beggar where to find bread. As people who have something to teach us. As fellow human 

beings who enrich our lives. May we not only find the bread we truly need, but may we also recognize this kind of greatness 

wherever and whomever it graces. Thanks be to God. 
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