
 
 

 For much of the last several weeks, we have been on the road with Jesus as he 
walks toward Jerusalem and the cross, each Sunday taking us a step closer to that 
destination. As we prepare for the next few weeks to invite one another to consider our 
giving in light of God’s grace, each of us will look at where we are, and, together, think 
about taking the next step. 
 
 I want to say here at the outset, it is a joy for Kim and me to give to this 
community of faith. And as I’ve reflected on the source of that joy, I know some of it 
comes from the friends in Christ we get to take those steps with – this community of 
faith, filled with people whose faith inspires me every day. To know that my giving can 
help create opportunities for sharing faith, service, and care with one another, among all 
of you, is a source of deep joy. And some of that joy comes with getting to work 
alongside such gifted, committed colleagues in ministry, who do not do this to make a 
living, but to live out a calling. When I know that my giving can contribute to our ability 
to invite people like Mary Sellers and Linzi to what was already a vibrant staff and see 
their immediate, positive impact on this community, I give with great joy. 
 
 I could add much more to this list, but I know I don’t need to. You know. You’ve 
seen what has happened in this place, the impact your generosity, in response to God’s 
grace, has made. When we, together, consider the abundant blessings God pours out in 
such generous measure; when we, together, consider how we can respond, joy abounds. 
 
 But if I were to sum up the source of my greatest joy in giving, it would be that in 
this congregation, Sunday after Sunday, we are centered in three great signs that point to 
God’s generosity – the table, the font, and the cross, all of which are present with great 
power in today’s text.  
 
 James and John are brothers, sons of Zebedee, elsewhere referred to as “Sons of 
Thunder.” You can see a little of that thunder has rubbed off on them in today’s text. 
They have no problem coming up to Jesus – the same Jesus who says, “Many who are 
first will be last, and the last first;” the same Jesus who says, “the one who wants to be 
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first must be last of all and servant of all,” as he places a child in their midst as a model of 
the kingdom; the same Jesus who says, “the one who wants to save his life will lose, but 
the one who loses his life for my sake and the sake of the gospel will save it” – James and 
John come to the one who has said all of that in only the last two chapters, and say, “We 
want you to do for us whatever we ask.” 
 
 We don’t know when James and John hatched this plot to one-up the other ten 
disciples, but I picture them late at night by the campfire on some Galilean hillside, after 
the others have all gone to sleep, whispering a campaign strategy to insure they will 
dispense the justice of Christ in the new world order.  
 

They saw the kingdom of God the same way most first century Jews would, not as 
a heaven populated by angels with golden streets, but as the time when God would 
establish divine rule through the Messiah, overthrowing Roman oppression, and bringing 
a new political reality with Jesus on the throne. And when he sits down on that throne, 
the most powerful people in the land other than he would be the ones who sit on his right 
and left. James and John mean to be those two. So, they strategize that the next time they 
can get alone with Jesus, they will make their power play.  

 
For a number of years, Kim and I had both our children in a private Montessori 

school in Alabama. There were many reasons for the decision, but chief among them was 
the desire to take our then elementary and preschool aged children off the treadmill of 
grade expectations. The Montessori system didn’t have grades or report cards – instead, 
every quarter we got a twenty-page individualized evaluation. “Every child learns at his 
or her own pace,” they said, and we liked it. No more A’s and B’s; instead, there will be a 
number evaluating how well they are meeting their individualized goals. 

 
When we got the first evaluation packet, I turn immediately to the numbers, and 

see mostly 4’s (meeting the plan), but note a couple of 3’s (still working toward the plan).  
 
“Caleb, I notice these 3’s. What’s going on there?” He couldn’t really say, but he 

was enjoying the work.  
 
When we got to the evaluation conference with the teacher, I asked, “What about 

these 3’s?”  
 
 “Well, he had an ambitious plan for these math concepts, and he hasn’t quite 

gotten to what he wanted to do.” 
 
“How does he compare to the other students in the class on this?” 



 
The teacher looks at me now, and gently reminds me, “We don’t compare students 

at this school. They have an individualized plan.”  
 
“Oh, yea,” I replied. “I forgot.” When we walk out, I ask Kim, “I bet Raymond got 

all fours.” Raymond’s parents spent the better part of the parent orientation letting 
everybody know how gifted little Raymond was, and how delighted they were in an 
environment where he could shine. “He always sets these ambitious plans,” they said 
with self-satisfied smiles, “and then never gets anything but fours.” I smiled in return, but 
from that moment wanted nothing more than for my Caleb to come home with all fours 
so I could drop it into my next conversation with Raymond’s parents.  

 
And when we gathered in larger groups with other parents, I have to say I never 

saw as much competition, comparison, and fixation on numbers as I saw among those of 
us who were so proud not to have letter grades in that Montessori school.  

 
Even among those who consciously try to go another way, the lure is powerful, 

profoundly human; the way of the world is far too often as Tennyson describes it, “red in 
tooth and claw.” We’ve seen evidence of this in recent days in Istanbul. What a horrific 
example of the ways power can warp humanity. 

 
Jesus doesn’t deny this is the way of the world. It is a path, a well-worn path, a 

path that is wide and heavily-traveled. But there is another path; he gently teaches those 
who follow him, a narrow path less populated. He travels it throughout most of the gospel 
of Mark – he is on the way to Jerusalem, the road to the cross. Jesus beckons the 
disciples, beckons us, to take up our cross and join him. The path leads to self-denial, to 
the crucifixion of a way of living in the world that leads, our Savior says, to death. The 
path to life, real and abundant, lies along the way of servanthood, selflessness, giving. As 
our stewardship devotional guide says, “It’s not enough to know in the abstract that 
money and power and status aren’t the most important things in the world.” It is when 
our actions align with our words that the power of these idols, these lies about the world 
are broken. It is as we walk toward the cross that our living and giving become authentic 
expressions of Christ.  

 
Jesus doesn’t scold James and John; he doesn’t try to make them feel guilty for 

their inability to see the path of the cross, the way of the kingdom. Instead he turns their 
eyes to the central images that mark the life of the community – the cup and the font. 
“Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the baptism with which I 
am baptized?” It is the question he asks down through the ages of the church – Are you 
able to drink the cup, are you able to receive the baptism?  



 
And their answer, and ours, is the same – “We are able.” Or maybe we should say, 

“We want to be able.” 
 
This is I think what lies behind the behavior of James and John. They really want 

to succeed in following Jesus. They want to be the very best disciples. They long to re-
make the world in the way they think God wants. They strive – that’s the word – they 
strive for the kingdom. 

 
 But when the kingdom comes, it always comes as gift, poured out in the waters of 
baptism, in the cup of salvation. “You will,” Jesus says, “you will drink the cup, you will 
be baptized with my baptism,” and even though they have no idea then what it will mean 
to walk this path, he betrays no hint of anger, only grace, as he gathers them to himself 
once again and tells them that the way of the cross is not to lord their authority over 
others, to be great is to serve, to be first is to be slave of all. 
 
   When the way of Jesus crosses the way of the world, it can be frightening to step 
off the path we know so well and take up our cross. It feels like losing; it feels like dying. 
But it is in this death, says our Lord, in this baptism, in this cup, where we will find the 
only life worthy of the name.  
 

On November 11, we will come together on Taking the Next Step Sunday, and 
invite you to literally take those steps, past the font, remembering your baptism, receiving 
the bread and drinking from the cup, and then, in response to these gifts and all they 
mean to the life of this community, offer our gifts in response, to the glory of God. I look 
forward to that day, as I do each day in this place – with great joy. Amen.  


