
How to Be Somebody -- Proper 10A 
 
       All of us want to think of ourselves as, at least in 
some way or ways, superior to the next person. Not in 
everything, mind you; this desire for singularity or the 
inside track is not the same as conceitedness, 
pomposity and overweaning pride. We’re not saying 
we’re all, as the Yiddish has it, ongeblozn: overblown. 
But we all want something to kvell about.  Maybe we’re 
a little bit cuter or smarter or funnier. Maybe we have 
just a little better taste, or figure, or political 
understanding. Maybe we’ve survived more, or 
accomplished more, or given more away. Maybe we just 
have the feeling that we are just a teensy bit more 
virtuous than the next person, more discreet; more 
understanding; more humble! This is especially true out 
on the freeways, where everyone is a better driver than 
everyone else.  
 
       It can be a pretty harmless element of human 
nature, a holdout from the time where if you didn’t have 
a strong sense of your own uniqueness in the world, you 
probably wouldn’t survive the competition for food or a 
mate; and as long as we don’t assert ourselves as better, 
let alone more deserving than the rest of the children of 
God, it’s not too bad a thing. It makes us more fun at 
parties!  Of course this idea of superiority is pride. It can 
be considered a virtue at times: pride in 
accomplishment, naches from your children and 
grandchildren, standards of righteousness and morality. 



But pride is also one of the seven deadly vices. As such it 
is deeply rooted in fear, the fear of dying without 
significance, which we all suffer from to some extent, 
whether we realize or admit it or not. 

       Our stories today portray the sublime wisdom of 
both the third Isaiah and Jesus of Nazareth in touching 
this human nerve. Both of them put their gathered 
listeners in a category apart from the rest of the world. 
There is an element of buttering up that might seem like 
manipulative flattery, but upon closer examination is 
more aptly described as deepened insight into how 
human beings function emotionally.  

       Incline your ear, and come to me, says Isaiah, in the 
voice of God, listen, so that you may live.  And I will 
make with you an everlasting covenant, just like my 
steadfast, sure love for David. I made him a witness, a 
leader and commander for the peoples; all you have to 
do is listen to me, incline your ear, as you are doing 
now, and you shall call nations that do not know you, 
and they you shall run to you, because of the Lord your 
God, the Holy One of Israel has glorified you. In other 
words, because you are God’s people, Israel, the house 
and lineage of David, you will be afforded special status. 
The prophet’s genius here is in realizing that this 
rarified status is actually available to everyone and 
anyone. Since the word Israel itself means succeeding or 
triumphing with God, the idea of chosenness is itself a 
conceit. The ones who triumph with God are defined 
and labelled as the ones who triumph with God. Chosen 



is as chosen does. But because of our innate appetite for 
uniqueness, we are much more inclined to listen and 
follow someone who picked us out of the crowd.  We 
will choose to be chosen because we think we are 
chosen already. Pretty tricky. 

       When Jesus is born, this human desire to stand out 
in a crowd is revealed as the central question of 
humanity.  The family is in Bethlehem for the census. 
This is because they are of the “House and lineage of 
David.” But David lived a thousand years before Jesus 
did. That’s forty generations. So what makes Jesus any 
more ‘of the House and Lineage of David’ than of the 
house and lineage of everybody else on the continent, at 
least ten million of whom are related after forty 
generations? The answer is that, like Abraham and 
Sarah, who made God’s will the highest of all priorities, 
like Isaac and Rebekah, who stayed with God even when 
it seemed better not to, like Leah and Jacob, whose very 
name became Israel when he wrestled with God’s angel, 
like all these spiritual ancestors, David, who seemed to 
do everything wrong except give up on God, and 
everything right except control his impulses, David 
represented for Jesus, as he does for us, the basic stuff 
God chose to create as God’s image and likeness.  We 
are all of the House and Lineage of David, just as we are 
all the daughters and sons of man. If there is to be faith 
or folly, virtue or vice, triumph or tragedy, it’s up to us 
to live it. We are such stuff as dreams are made on. 



       The desire for singularity we all possess has 
resulted in the most wonderful and glorious 
accomplishments of humanity: through art and 
technology and statesmanship in the grandest ways; 
through devotion and affection and understanding in 
the most intimate relationships as well. But of course it 
is this quality – terminal uniqueness – that has 
produced most of the trouble in the world too.  
emperors and inquisitors who have caused untold 
miseries, as well as murderers and bullies whose crimes 
are timebound and forgotten, all were fueled by the 
desire to ‘be somebody.’ Even when our strivings are 
meant to propel us to the high ground, we find it to be a 
shaky place. As the Sufi’s say, “One is led to suppose and 
believe that virtue is the only thing that matters in life, 
but it will be found that the greater number of sufferers 
from moral hallucination are to be met with among the 
self-righteous.” 

Notice our David’s story falls into place on both sides of 
the issue.  He is the best and the worst of people, as each 
of us has the capacity to be.  

       Isaiah and Jesus both know this.  They lure us into 
their narrative worlds with the promise of uniqueness. 
Anyone who is eager to follow the words of the prophet, 
who will try to do as the psalmist exhorts and sing of 
the Lord’s steadfast love, and proclaim faithfulness as 
firm as the heavens will establish her own destiny; her 
descendants will be established forever, and her 
thrones will be built for all generations. She (or he!) 



shall go out in joy, and be led back in peace; jamm ak 
jamm. Not only that, the mountains and the hills before 
her shall burst into song, and all the trees of the field 
shall clap their hands. Who wouldn’t want to get in on 
that action? 

       The same is true with Jesus’ description of the kinds 
of soil and growing conditions in the Parable of The 
Sower, and his facetious characterization of the 
disciples around him as already ‘good to go.’  “To you 
has been given the secret of the kingdom of heaven, but 
not to them.” (poor saps) Not only that, “to those who 
have, more will be given, and they will have an 
abundance; but from those who have nothing, even 
what they have will be taken away. (because Jesus is 
famous for being stingy?) See, I speak to them in 
parables because they do not perceive, nor do they 
listen or understand. If only they would look with their 
eyes, and listen with their ears, and understand with 
their hearts and turn— I would heal them. Blessed are 
your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear.”  Uh 
huh; a likely story.  A few days ago, you were saying you 
came to heal the sinners, not the righteous. Now you’re 
saying the heck with them, let them try and figure out 
the truth through riddles. Meanwhile we, the cool 
group, the insiders get the real scoop and all the goodies 
that go with it. There must be more to this strategy of 
yours. 

       Knowing human nature the way he does, which is to 
say, better than anybody else ever did or will, Jesus 



makes a new Israel, a new House and Lineage of David 
out of anyone and everyone who crosses his path.  He 
keeps telling the ones he heals, “Don’t tell anybody 
about this now, just go on home and go about your 
business.” As if.  It doesn’t feel good to be singular if 
nobody knows it. Jesus butters up the disciples with so-
called secret knowledge because he knows full well they 
won’t be able to keep the parable’s meaning to 
themselves any more than David could sing his songs 
alone. The best way to get them to take some ownership 
of the parables and their meanings, and to go out and 
relate them with passion and explain them with 
conviction is to tell these folks they’re the only ones 
who are capable of hearing and understanding. He gets 
under their skin and turns them into ambassadors 
without their even knowing it. Pretty tricky. 

       “I came to heal, not the righteous but sinners.”  If 
they were righteous already, they’d be aware he was 
messing with them and say, “Thank you, Jesus, but we 
insist you tell everybody else too; the sooner the 
better.”  But since they are at least a teensy bit flawed, a 
teensy bit fearful, a teensy bit proud, (like everybody I 
know) he says, “To you has been given the key to the 
Kingdom of Heaven while, for the others outside, 
everything comes in riddles.” They hear him, and for a 
split second – or maybe an afternoon – they go around 
strutting: “See I am the man. The rest of ‘em, they ain’t 
ready for this big time information.” But then, because 
they listened, Christ is in them. They belong to him. 
They are no longer merely in the flesh; they are in the 



Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in them. And 
because the Spirit of God dwells in them, the one who 
would raise Christ from the dead also gives eternal life 
to them through that Spirit.  

       And so they did less strutting, they developed an 
awareness that the only way to keep and enjoy their 
newfound singularity of emotion and experience was to 
share it; they learned that one who can quicken the 
feeling of another to joy or to gratitude, by that much 
adds to his own life. They realized that the good soil 
they wanted to be was soil that provides an 
environment and nutrients for others’ growth. They 
came to know that the only way to truly be somebody is 
to turn towards everybody. And so Jesus had his way 
with them.  Pretty darned tricky. 


