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Text: Mark 10:35-45 

Theme: Not So Among Us  

 

Grace and peace to you from God our Father 

and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen  

 

October is the month when the ELCA Synod Bishops and their staff 

invite all rostered leaders (pastors and deacons) to gather for a couple 

of days in a retreat-like setting.  It is a good opportunity to be with our 

colleagues, to worship without having to plan or lead the services, to 

enter into deep theological discussions after listening to presentations 

by leading scholars, and to be renewed in spirit.    
 

Three years ago such a convocation was held in Northeastern Iowa 

Synod.  The Rev. Louise Johnson (President of Wartburg Seminary at 

the time) preached on our gospel lesson for today.  She offered such a 

unique perspective on the text that afterwards it led to some great 

conversations that were posted on a blog.   
 

Every leader in that room would have preached on this text at some 

point in their pastoral ministry.  More than likely we all lifted up the 

obvious.  The behavior of James and John is nothing less than brazen.  

Who in their right minds would have the audacity to approach Jesus 

and say to him: Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of 

you.  We can either laugh at their candor or be embarrassed for them.  

It sounds more like something that young children would say to their 

parents when they want something they should not have and/or they 

know they have a remote chance of getting it.  Even before the words 

are out of their mouths they know that the answer will be no!   
 

But this is Jesus and he keeps the door open for a conversation.  He 

lets them proceed with their request.  And this is what they wanted.  

Both James and John wanted to sit next to him (one on his right hand 

and the other on his left) when Jesus reached the fullness of his glory.  

It is a bold request.  But I would like to think that Jesus did the same 

thing for James and John that he did for the rich man from our lesson 

last week.   

Although the phrase is not repeated Jesus must have looked at his two 

disciples (looked inside of them) and still loved them in spite of their 

childlike behavior.  Out of his love for them Jesus responds so that 

they truly understand what comes with such a wish.   
 

In the sermon delivered by the Rev. Louise Johnson she suggested 

that Jesus was disappointed with his disciples not because they asked 

too much of him but because they asked for too little.  She said that 

their desire for power and prestige put limits on their imaginations.  

What I got out of the brief excerpts from her sermon was that James 

and John needed to think bigger and better and differently.  They 

asked for what made sense to them in their world.  They were used to 

seeing rulers select their best supporters to sit at their right and at their 

left.  They too wanted to be considered the best (the beloved) with the 

hope that it might include special privileges.     
 

Despite all that Jesus had taught them they still did not believe that 

they were already in the kingdom of God and God was already their 

ruler.  For them the world they lived in and the life to come were two 

separate realms and they functioned in two totally different ways.  

James and John could not imagine a world where instead of privileges 

they were given responsibilities.  They would not sit in seats of glory 

but instead they would actively ensure wealth was shared and justice 

was honored.  It makes us wonder if we (too) put limits on the reign 

of God because we (too) have separated the kingdom of God into two 

parts.  If so then we (too) think too small and ask for too little.  I do 

not fault James and John for being so naïve and so human. Our vision 

is bound by what we know and experience.   
 

Plus Jesus certainly did not act like a king.  His teachings on the 

kingdom of God were so counter-cultural that we can only imagine 

how confusing it must have been for the disciples because truth-be-

told it is confusing for us.   
 

It is important then to view this request of James and John within the 

larger context of Jesus talking about the circumstances of his death 

and resurrection which he did on three separate occasions.  For the 

last three years his disciples were enjoying their time with him but 

then these predictions changed everything.       
 



The first prediction appears in Mark 8.  Jesus said he would undergo 

great suffering and be rejected by all the religious leaders and then be 

killed and then rise again after three days.  Once he heard the news 

Peter rebuked Jesus who in turn rebuked him.  Immediately after-

wards Jesus outlined the details of the life of a disciple which were 

not easy to hear.  If we want to follow Christ we have to deny our-

selves and take up our cross.  If we want to follow him then we have 

to be willing to lose our lives for the sake of the gospel.   
 

Fast forward to Mark 9 and Jesus once more talks about the details of 

his death and resurrection.  Mark tells us that the disciples were so 

terrified that they went silent until (that is) they started to argue 

among themselves about who was the greatest.  Jesus counters their 

desire to be great by putting a child in their midst.  Greatness starts by 

welcoming the most vulnerable.   
 

Now in Mark 10 Jesus tells them a third time about his death and 

resurrection.  James and John go to him because they want to have a 

special place next to Jesus after all the doom and gloom are over.  I do 

not find it unreasonable for them to want to know what the future 

holds for them.  The rich man from last week wanted to know how he 

could earn his way into heaven because he wanted to secure a place in 

the kingdom of God.  James and John wanted to secure a place in the 

kingdom of God and sit next to Jesus.   
 

But what we hear in Jesus’ response is the need for his disciples (and 

us) to live in the kingdom of God now.  It is sufficient to know that 

we have a place reserved for us in eternity.  Jesus is concerned that his 

disciples understand the challenges they will face in the present 

moment.    
 

For Jesus, whoever wants to be in charge must be a servant leader.  

We are to serve and not be served.  Whoever wants to be first must be 

last.  We will either willingly (and joyfully) serve others or we will 

become a slave to our illusions that we can secure our future through 

status, power, wealth, fame, possessions, or anything else that 

prevents us from acknowledging God as king.   
 

In the vision Jesus has for our world we must drink out of his cup and 

be baptized with his baptism.  He (who is one with God and ruler over 

the heavens and the earth) painted huge, courageous strokes on what 

it means to step into his kingdom so when we ask – ask big, ask 

better, and ask differently.  Amen  


