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October 1, 2017 
Matthew  
Philippians 2:1-13, Matthew 21:23-32 
 

A week ago, in my blurb for the e-newsletter, I wrote to you about adjusting to life in a 

football town. Football is not really my sport. I’ve actually never been to a pro football game – 

there were no convenient professional sports where I grew up in North Carolina. I went to a 

few college games, but sitting outside in cold weather is not my idea of fun. There’s also a lot of 

stopping and starting and waiting on calls that seems to make for a very slow game. In 

Washington DC, I couldn’t even say the name of the football team out loud because it’s a racial 

slur1, so that made cheering them on kind of a bummer.  

 But I want to embrace life as a Denverite and be open to the new experiences that 

brings. I know that there are those of you out there who don’t care for football at all and that it 

would really be fine if I didn’t ever like it either. But renowned preacher, Barbara Brown Taylor, 

once told a group of students at my seminary in Atlanta that her best advice for us was to read 

everything, to learn about everything, to open ourselves to all the experiences that touch and 

affect our congregants.  

That means being curious about, for example, no matter what our life stage, the raising 

children or growing old, celebrity gossip, cooking, politics, and sports. Being curious about what 

animates and excites the community I’m in is part of my job; it’s part of how I get to know you. 

It’s part of how I see God at work in the world outside of theology books and church potlucks. 

                                                           
1 https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/22/sports/football/redskins-poll-prompts-a-linguistic-debate.html?_r=0 
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 And this is the right moment to take an interest in football. The president has picked a 

fight with the National Football League. This fight led to an amazing spectacle last Sunday. 

What had been a lonely and isolated protest of police killings of black people by a few players – 

they dropped to one knee during the anthem because, as former player Colin Kaepernick said, 

“I am not going to stand for a flag that oppresses black people and people of color2.” What had 

been this lonely protest turned into whole teams dropping to their knees, arms locked with the 

owners in a show of solidarity and unity. Game after game, players kneeled, sometimes to loud 

boos from the crowd.  

 So while I’m trying to work out how I feel and think about a sport that is yet another 

competitor for other things folks can do on a Sunday morning. And suddenly football is at the 

center of moral, ethical, and frankly religious questions.  

I had to smile, when I saw the lectionary readings for this Sunday. The great Christ hymn 

from our Philippians reading includes this timely line: “Therefore God also highly exalted him 

and gave him the name that is above every name, 10so that at the name of Jesus every knee 

should bend” (Philippians 2:9-10a). Well played, lectionary; well played.  

 The reaction to all of this kneeling on the football field has been mixed. There are 

people deeply upset and viscerally angry. Many have voiced a version of the same complaint: “I 

don’t want politics in my football game.”  

                                                           
2 http://www.nfl.com/news/story/0ap3000000691077/article/colin-kaepernick-explains-why-he-sat-during-
national-anthem 



3 
 

But like it or not, football, and most other American sports, are political. If it were not so 

there wouldn’t be a national anthem at the beginning of the game. The rituals would not be so 

deeply tied to the military.  

 Football came into prominence in the United States for the generation following the 

Civil War. Other generations of young men had come of age in battle. Men knew they were 

men because they fought, bled, and conquered. But peacetime offered no such place in which 

to prove themselves. Football became a place where boys could become men.  

 Football also has its roots in a particular kind of performed masculinity, a muscular 

Christianity that started in England but grew stronger in America. In the 19th century, as now, 

there was a fear of religion becoming feminized. Turn the other cheek, but be ready to give a 

good punch if necessary3.  

 Sports become necessary for this muscular Christianity. The YMCA – Young Men’s 

Christian Association – became a place to develop Christian athletes. The football stadium 

becomes a sanctuary where the rules are known and safety can be found in knowing exactly 

what it is to be a man and to be an American and to be a Christian. 

 No wonder the kneeling players were so disturbing to some, so moving and affecting to 

others. Because kneeling in that sanctuary is to question the rules of what it means to be a 

certain kind of man, American, and Christian; it is to object to another kind of performative 

violence outside of the arena and in our own streets – the performative violence of racial 

oppression.  

                                                           
3 https://www.vox.com/identities/2017/9/27/16308792/football-america-religion-nfl-protests-powerful 
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 So what does this all have to do with Jesus? Well, I actually think this does have to do 

with Jesus. In our gospel reading, the chief priests, scribes, and elders ask Jesus “by what 

authority do you do these things?” In other words, “who do you think you are?” By “these 

things” we have to fill in the blanks a bit. Jesus has recently made his triumphal entry into 

Jerusalem that we celebrate on Palm Sunday. Then he went into the temple and violently 

turned over the money changers tables – a system which allowed people to buy sacrificial items 

without bringing the image of the Emperor into the Sanctuary. So yeah, he’s been causing 

trouble since he got to town. Now he’s in the temple and the people who have authority want 

to know how he has the nerve to act like this. 

 Their authority is based on birth (the chief priests were born into a caste), or special 

training (the scribes had learned to read and write and study), or wealth (the elders). And they 

had all made political alliances to make it possible to lead Israel within the confines of the 

Roman Empire. In other words, they had political power. 

 We, the readers, know where Jesus’ power comes from. It comes from God. We know 

this from the birth story in Matthew. But where else does his power come from? How do we 

know it comes from God?  

We know it comes from God because this is how we believe God would act if God 

walked on earth. Jesus is a trustworthy authority because he does the kinds of things God 

promised God would do – healing, feeding, comforting, teaching, and not falling sway to any 

other earthly corrupt authority. This kind of power proves to be stronger than the power of the 

religious and political elites, and, in the end, it’s more powerful than the might of the Roman 

Empire. 
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 By what authority do these guys kneel when they’ve been told to stand? By what 

authority do they make us uncomfortable and divided when we all just want to enjoy a 

harmless game? The authority that aligns itself with those who are hurting, with those who are 

silenced and unseen. 

 Now let me be clear. I have no doubt that the NFL is not a trustworthy authority by this 

definition. If they were, Colin Kaepernick would have a job; domestic violence would not be 

tolerated, and the money and might of the league would invest itself in learning about and 

preventing life altering and ending concussions – just for starters. But any disruption to the 

ritualistic display of nationalism and masculinity allows us to see the fragility of that kind of 

power and authority for what it is. 

 There is something affecting as well, about seeing such fantastically strong, muscular 

men, on their knees. The beginning of that Christ hymn in Philippians says that Christ emptied 

himself, humbled himself. ‘ 

 Kenosis, Jesus’ self emptying, is what we’re supposed to emulate, according to Paul. And 

this teaching has been a hard one for those who have been humiliated and brought low by life, 

by those who are told to give and give and give until they have nothing left. 

 But if we try and reconcile the Jesus who emptied himself to become human and the 

Jesus who stood up to the taunting and traps of the politically powerful, I think of kenosis as 

something more like “leaving it all on the field.” We are called to emulate Jesus in leaving it all 

on the field, to spend our energies not in fear of any authority. To spend our energies taking up 

our own God given authority for the sake of those who are hurting. 
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 The church has authority not because of our money or our buildings or the important 

people who attend or lead. The church has authority when it acts the way we think God would 

act on earth – feeding, comforting, healing, aligning ourselves with those who are hurting and 

silenced. 

 Be careful under what authority you fall sway and be careful to never give away the 

authority that God gave you – to spend yourself on love. 


