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I was waiting in line at the grocery store last week. I found myself glancing at some 

of the magazines in the checkout aisle. Lots of beautifully decorated homes and 

smiling faces with perfect teeth stared back at me. And this Woman’s World. I 

brought it with me this morning to show you, and Nick is going to put it up on our 

livestream. You may not be able to see it from up here, so I’ll read it:  

 

Now please know that by bringing this up, I am in no way mocking those who read 

Woman’s World. I have to admit that I’ve been known to try out one or two of their 

fads that promise miracles. You can ask me about my pomegranate and vinegar 

cleanse later. Woman’s World is just one example of what we’re exposed to as we 

go about our day to day lives. I could have easily chosen Men’s Health magazine. 

About how to achieve six-pack abs while getting a promotion and improving the 

lawn. Or Today’s Parent which would tell us about raising perfect children who are 

smart, sporty, fit, crafty, good readers, bilingual, eloquent, and who also happen to 

enjoy a paleo sugar-free diet. And don’t even get me started on how these 

publications exemplify such an outrageous white heteronormative bias. 

 

Our society is obsessed with self-improvement, competitiveness, and being on top. 

It’s not the magazines’ fault that these stories are everywhere. If people didn’t want 

to read those kinds of stories they wouldn’t buy them, and they’d be out of business.  

 

I’m not a psychologist, I’m a priest, but this incessant drive for more seems to be 

coming from a deep insecurity lurking within us. Something inside is telling us that we 

are never quite good enough. Why else would we accept being constantly berated 



 
by the media? We think that if we only lost the weight, or got the promotion, or had 

a nicer house, then we would finally feel fulfilled, loved, valued.  

 

When I first saw that the Old Testament reading for this morning was the Ode to a 

Capable Wife from Proverbs, I thought to myself, oh no, not more of this! Now the 

Old Testament is telling me that I’m not good enough either??  Enough already! But 

as I read it more carefully, I realized that this passage is different. In fact, if we 

listen carefully, we notice that nowhere in Proverbs are tips on losing 18 lbs a week. 

The writer prizes strength, dignity, wisdom, generosity to the poor. Now these are 

worth striving for! Strength, dignity, wisdom, generosity. These are quite different 

from abs and snore-proofing your nights. Proverbs tells us that “charm is deceitful, 

and beauty is vain, but [fearing] the Lord is to be praised.” And by a better word 

for “fear” here is “awe”, as in being amazed. As in prioritizing the holy, the big. 

Now that is refreshing! 

 

Thinking about all four of today’s readings made me realize something. There is a 

theme running through them all. The readings remind us that as Christians, we have 

never been called, nor will ever be called to strive for so-called perfection that’s 

always just out of reach. PAUSE. The readings invite us to fully understand who we 

really are already. To understand that we are valuable and worthy just as we are, 

because we are created by God and in God’s own image.  

 

In the Psalm, we heard one of my favourite verses: “[Those who do not follow the 

advice of the wicked] are like trees planted by streams of water, which yield their 

fruit in its season, and their leaves do not wither”. Trees planted by streams of 

water. The “advice of the wicked” is our society constantly harassing us to be 

smarter, stronger, better. Telling us that we’ll never be good enough. The Psalm tells 

us that in the midst of all this harassment, the solution is to be planted near water, 

near the life-giving source that is God. Only in this way can we bear fruit and not 

wither. 

 



 
In the letter of James, we are warned that “where there is envy and selfish 

ambition, there will also be disorder and wickedness of every kind.” That conflicts 

are caused by “cravings that are at war” within us. What kind of “cravings at war” 

are within us this morning? Did we fall short of whatever intention we set for 

ourselves this past week? 

 

In the Gospel, even the disciples are not immune to these “cravings at war” within 

them. Imagine for a moment that we’re with the twelve, following Jesus, witnessing 

miracles, healing people. And still, we just can’t help ourselves. We’ve just GOT to 

know who among us is the best disciple! We’re ashamed to even be talking about 

it. And we’re too embarrassed to even answer Jesus when he asks us “What were 

you arguing about on the way?” We stay silent.  

 

But Jesus knows already what we’re arguing about, and then he lets us have it, the 

way he always does. He says: “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and 

servant of all.” So snap out of it, people. That’s my interpretation, anyway. 

 

Whoever wants to be first must be last of all. Jesus is so profoundly counter cultural, 

then as now. He flips things upside down. Be last. He reminds us that we’re not 

called to be first, to be better than our neighbour, to constantly beat ourselves up 

about who we are. What does he really mean then, to be last of all?  

 

The logical interpretation is to be humble, to serve, to stop striving to be first. And 

this makes sense. I also think that it’s getting at something else, something much 

deeper. It’s getting at who we are as people. At our inherent and innate value. At 

our natural worth and goodness as works of God’s creation. Simply by the fact that 

we exist. We are valuable, we are loved, we are worthwhile. Being last takes 

nothing away from this. In fact, it puts the emphasis where it belongs, on the 

understanding that the life we have been given is a gift. That it is precious, in all its 

forms. 



 
 

And what’s more, nothing can make us any more or less valuable in the eyes of 

God. No amount of weight loss, snore-less nights, or perfect lawns.  

 

When we find that someone is acting in an arrogant way, we like to say: “they think 

they’re God’s gift”. What an irony this is! We are in fact, all of us, God’s gift! I 

think we know this, deep down, but often forget it in day to day living. Jesus invites 

us today to take a look at how we see and love ourselves, and how we see and 

love others. Are we okay with being last? Do we remember that God made us, all 

of us, in God’s own image? Can we see ourselves as God sees us? PAUSE. 

 

Next time you’re at the grocery store and you look over at the magazine rack, I’d 

like you to try something. Squint a little and picture in your mind the magazine’s 

cover a little differently. Picture the words: “Be last! Down with envy and selfish 

ambition! Charm is deceitful, beauty is vain! Love and serve the Lord instead!” 

Amen. 

 

Question for Open Space: Aidan Kavanagh, a Benedictine monk and a professor at 

Yale, writes about the act of blessing. He argues that when priests bless people and 

things, they are not making them holy. Instead, he says that “things and persons are 

holy just as creatures of an all holy Creator. All the assembly and its ministers can 

do is to discover and proclaim that holiness”. How can we discover and proclaim our 

own holiness and the holiness that is already around us? Both individually and as a 

community? 

 

 

 


