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You might remember one of the big, although short lived controversies from this 
past summer. A controversy over a book. In our modern age of social media, blogs, and 
websites, very rarely is a book the subject of controversy, but this one was. The book I am 
referring to is called Go Set a Watchman by the Pulitzer Prize winning author Harper Lee. 
What made the book so controversial was its subject matter, as it was about the same 
characters from Lee’s only other published book: the award winning, To Kill a 
Mockingbird. Only in Watchman, the characters are older; while the story still focuses on 
Jean Louise Finch (who many of us affectionately know by her nickname Scout), this time 
her story is of a liberated 26 year old woman returning to her hometown to discover it 
isn’t what she remembered.  

 Back in the summer, there were lots of conspiracy theories floating around about 
Go Set a Watchman: one theory was Harper Lee did not write the book, another was this 
was the book she originally wanted published but publishers and editors forced her to 
change it, yet another theory was she knew it was not worthy of publication and hid it 
away and it was her greedy lawyer who wanted it published so she could make more 
money. The biggest blow to the public, and perhaps the reason for the conspiracy 
theories, was how Scout’s father, Atticus Finch seems to be a much different character in 
Go Set a Watchman than he is in To Kill a Mockingbird. Because of this, many people 
were so upset they refused to read the book. 

 That is too bad, at least in my eyes, because sometimes the best thing to do is to 
read the controversial book yourself and make up your own mind. 

 Yet I understand how hard that is, because the book To Kill a Mockingbird is loved 
by millions. I myself read it every summer when I was a teenager. Something in those 
wonderful opening lines about how hot Maycomb was in the summer always drew me to 
that story summer after hot summer. And while I can understand why so many people 
are enamored by the great Atticus Finch, especially after seeing the movie version of To 
Kill a Mockingbird with Gregory Peck in the role, I never read the book for Atticus. I read 
it for Scout. For her struggles. Her growth, revelations, her tenacity, her strength. And I 
read it for something I found sadly missing when I read Go Set a Watchman: I read it for 
the last 4 chapters, for that long walk she and her brother Jem made one Halloween 
night. The night the elusive but always present Arthur, aka Boo Radley came out of the 
shadows and we all saw he was no Halloween goblin so many in Scout’s Maycomb 
believed. Instead on the last pages of To Kill a Mockingbird we saw that the greatest 
character of them all wasn’t Atticus Finch, it was Boo Radley. 



 For those of you who haven’t read To Kill a Mockingbird in a while, or those who 
have yet to read it, Boo Radley was a recluse who lived a few houses down from the 
Finches with his elderly parents. Growing up, Scout, Jem, and their friend Dill were 
enthralled by the local stories about Boo, and were determined to get him to come out of 
his house so they could see him and talk to him.  Throughout all the events of their lives, 
their favorite game to play was to imagine what it was like to be Boo Radley. He was 
every scary noise in the night, he was every unidentifiable shadow on the wall, and he 
was their favorite daydream, a little bit of Halloween for every day of the year.  

 Most of the people in the small southern town of Maycomb Scout and her brother 
grew up in had some story about Boo Radley, or they discouraged Scout and Jem’s 
fascination outright. No one visited the Radley house, at least that Scout ever saw. No 
one included the Radleys in community events. The Radleys rarely left their house, and 
Boo pretty much never did, so it was easy for the town to discount him. 

 Until that one Halloween night when Scout and Jem were walking home and Boo 
Radley saved their lives. As Scout took in the situation, as she came to understand who 
had been there for her and her brother when they needed someone the most, as she 
escorted Boo to his front door and looked at her town through his eyes, she came to a 
deep understanding about people and life. Her understanding on the Radley porch is why 
I keep coming back to the book, and it is a beautiful embodiment of what Jesus was trying 
to get across to his disciples in our Gospel today about what it means to be great. 

 Sometimes it can be challenging for us to relate to the Gospel because we just 
don’t live in the time and place the Gospels were written. Other times, perhaps like 
today, it is not so challenging. We don’t have to look too far or hard to find people 
competing for titles or places of importance by attempting to convince us they are the 
greatest. It sure sounds like that is what James and John were up to in their private 
conversation with Jesus we just heard. Remember, James and John were part of that 
inner circle of disciples that also included Peter. Every once in a while Jesus took those 
three disciples with him someplace special and left the others behind. The result was 
those three saw some miraculous events the others did not; such as the transfiguration 
on the mountain. So even when Jesus told them he was going to suffer and die, James 
and John might have had a hard time understanding Jesus meant that literally. They 
might have thought he was being figurative or metaphoric.  

 They did understand Jesus was powerful, and they wanted to be sure they not only 
got the best places, they might have wanted Jesus to know they were grateful for being in 
the inner circle and wanted his guarantee that they’d continue be. Maybe they even 
interpreted their special treatment as meaning they were somehow better or greater 
than the other disciples. 

  



 

We heard Jesus would have none of that, and so all the disciples got some 
redirection from him. Instead of putting his disciples in stations of importance, he told 
them how God sees greatness isn’t how they were used to interpreting greatness. 

 Greatness in God’s eyes doesn’t seem to be the TV preacher in expensive clothes 
with big audiences hanging on every word. Greatness in God’s eyes doesn’t seem to be 
huge buildings filled with thousands of people. Greatness in God’s eyes doesn’t seem to 
be the person who uses their station, wealth, or resources at someone else’s expense. 
Greatness in God’s eyes doesn’t seem to be the person with the most profitable 
businesses, or the most possessions, or the fastest car, or the biggest house. Greatness in 
God’s eyes isn’t even the best lawyer in town. 

 Instead, Jesus reminds his disciples and all of us in our Gospel today, greatness in 
God’s eyes is about something we don’t usually associate with success, popularity, or 
achievement. Greatness in God’s eyes is giving up the desire to be popular, it is ignoring 
what success is typically defined as, and it redefines achievement from receiving awards 
to making a difference. In other words, service. Not service like what we expect in a store, 
restaurant, or car dealership. Service like Jesus showed: giving up our need to be 
important, to be recognized, to be popular, so that we might see every person as God’s 
beloved child.    

 Churches sometimes think they are great only if they have big congregations, big 
buildings, and big programs. Which means Jesus words today are not just for us as 
individuals, they are also for us as a parish. Church of the Good Shepherd: one of the 
many ways you impress me is with your service. You are aware of the community, and 
our place in it. You not only promote peace and justice, you walk with the community on 
September 11 to show we don’t have to hate people of different races or religions. You 
honor God by caring about the environment and exploring ways our building can be 
comfortable, and energy efficient. You not only say all are welcome, you greet visitors 
and listen to them as they share their journey with us. You value community by being a 
place where we can support each other and share our gifts and skills by welcoming 
anyone who wants to sing in the choir regardless of training as you welcome teachers for 
Sunday school and the adult forum, and knitters to the prayer shawl ministry and cooks 
for the Free Lunch or Marthas. And of course you feed people with the abundance Jesus 
showed when he fed thousands not only when you serve a stranger lunch, but also a 
place and opportunity for those who are far from home to connect with others and find a 
bit of home right here. I could keep going, but I am sure you get the point: there is a lot of 
great ministry, great Holy Spirit inspired serving going on here. 

 



 

 Living in a world where there seems to be never ending pressure to be the best and 
the greatest, it can be easy to overlook the ways God sees greatness, just like many who 
read To Kill a Mockingbird love it for Atticus Finch and miss the great character, at least in 
my opinion, is really the one who gave up his safety, comfort and security to save the 
lives of his neighbor children. For me, the most poignant line in the book is the one where 
Scout realizes Boo Radley was her neighbor, because of all he’d given her and her 
brother, and that neighbors give in return and she never did give anything to Boo Radley. 
Scout realized she had missed an opportunity to make a difference, to serve. And maybe 
that is Scout’s redeeming moment, for she might not have given to Boo but we can hope 
this fictional character recognized her mistake in our imagination.  

 Maybe Jesus’ words in our Gospel and Scout’s realization on the Radley porch that 
Halloween night, could inspire us to look for greatness the way Jesus does not only so we 
can positively touch the lives of people, but so we can remind ourselves and those we 
encounter that greatness doesn’t have to be a rat race to the finish line of life, that 
greatness can be lived by us all, no matter who we are, what we do, where we live, how 
much we owe or how much we own, whenever and however we serve and show the love 
of God in Christ to even one person. 


