
 
 

  
James and John, the ones Jesus called “Sons of Thunder,” have a lot of nerve. No 

sooner does Jesus complete his third and final prediction of his death than they come to 
him demanding that he give them whatever they ask of him. I remember playing this 
game with my parents any time I wanted something I was quite sure they were not going 
to give me, and my children were quite effective in playing it with me. You know how it 
goes, “Dad, can you promise me something?” “What is it?” “Promise me first that you’ll 
do it.” There’s always the hope that mom or dad will be foolish enough to say, “Sure, 
whatever you want,” before they’ve ever heard the content of the promise.  

 
   Jesus doesn’t play the game, forcing them to name out loud the secret desire of 

their hearts. They want box seats in the kingdom, the places of honor at Jesus’ right and 
left. Like I said, they have a lot of nerve. But before we are too hard on them, we would 
do well to reflect on the ways we too sidle up to Jesus, asking for him to give us whatever 
we want. 

Indeed, William Willimon says this is the primary presentation of Christianity in 
our culture. “You have some need, perhaps a need for peace in a troubled life, the need 
for greater hope and confidence in the future.  Well, Jesus is the answer.  

“This is called ‘evangelism,’ the attempt to lure people toward the gospel, the 
effort to win people to Christ, by putting forth all the benefits of following Jesus.  
Looking for meaning in life?  Jesus has got it for you.  A sense of serenity and hope in an 
often difficult and demanding world?  Jesus has got you covered. 

Willimon tells about a time his church hired a consultant to teach them how to 
grow their congregation.  "First find where people itch; then find a way for the church to 
scratch that itch," the consultant advised.  "The church is here to meet people's felt 
needs," he said. 

  And if you think about it, if ever there were a group that needed some guarantees, 
it was this group of disciples. After all, they had left everything to follow Jesus, and now 

Not So Among You 
A Sermon Preached by Christopher A. Joiner 
First Presbyterian Church, Franklin, Tennessee 
October 17, 2021 
29th Sunday in Ordinary Time (Year B) 

Mark 10:35-45 

 



they were on the way to Jerusalem. Before Jesus began the revolution, James and John, 
Sons of Thunder, needed to know that it would all be worth it in the end. They can sit at 
Jesus’ right and left and administer the Kingdom.  

 
And we too, if we’re going to follow Jesus, we’re okay with that, but it’s only 

human for us to want to know what’s in it for us. If I give up the Titan’s tailgating for 
Sunday worship, I hope at least it’s a good sermon that lifts my spirits. If I pledge money 
to the church, is it too much to ask that I get some return on my investment. If I am going 
to get involved in a program, it’s got to be one that meets my needs. If I start going to 
church, maybe I’ll finally get that promotion. 

 
You see how it goes. “Jesus, I will follow you, but I’d like a few guarantees.” 
 
And we in the church know that this is how it is, so we scramble about to make 

sure we scratch every itch that exists in the religious marketplace. Whether it is a coffee 
bar or a new gym or that dynamic, life-changing, ten steps to a better you program, we’ve 
got you covered. We want to make sure you get something out of your investment. 

 
In the end, there’s not anything wrong with any of these things, until they become 

the main reason for our existence as a church. The minute we begin thinking that our 
main reason for being is a kind of religious clubhouse with all the amenities, and not 
taking up our cross and following Jesus, we lose our purpose and our mission becomes 
clouded. 

  
James and John don’t know what they are asking. Jesus says that to them. And then 

he asks these confused disciples if they can indeed drink the cup he drinks or be baptized 
with his baptism. Their response is filled with irony. “We are able.” They still do not 
understand that the cup he drinks is the cup of suffering and the baptism he undergoes is 
the baptism of his death; they still do not realize that at the end they will reject his cup 
and his baptism as they scatter in fear. They have no way of knowing at that moment that 
the seats on his right and his left in glory have already been reserved by two thieves who 
will be crucified alongside him, one on the right and one on the left. 

 
This is the place where you might expect Jesus to unload on them. Instead he says, 

“You will drink the cup and you will be baptized with my baptism.” It is not so much for 
them that he says it, but for the church, for all of us who dare to take his name today. 

A campus minister was invited to participate in a baptism of a graduate student.  
The grad student was from China.  He had been attracted to the Christian faith while a 



student in college.  He joyfully participated in the baptism of the student.  And he thought 
it a great idea to bring his camera and take a few pictures after the baptism.  

"You can send these pictures to your family back in China," he said.  "You can 
share your baptism day with your friends at home," he said as he maneuvered everyone 
into place for the snapshots.  He noticed that the group looked a little shy and awkward, 
but they all stood together as he took his pictures. 

After the baptism his colleague on faculty said to him, "Oh, that was embarrassing, 
you with your camera and all." 

"Embarrassing?  Why?" he asked. 

"Well, because now that he's baptized, his parents say that they will disinherit him.  
The government will probably take away his scholarship.  He can't show those pictures to 
anybody back home.”  

That’s when the campus minister realized that the student’s life as he knew it is 
over; he's been baptized into Jesus." 

"You will be baptized with my baptism...." 

Thirty years ago my son was baptized in the church I was serving while in divinity 
school. I remember being self-conscious that day because he was wearing a baptismal 
gown made by my mother-in-law that I, in my ignorance, had decided was made for a 
girl. It had a lot of lace and a long train, and, like I said, I was ignorant. So the whole 
time, I was convinced Caleb, our son, looked odd. 

I was so self-conscious, I think I missed the moment the pastor of the church said, 
as he placed the water on Caleb’s head, “If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we 
die to the Lord, so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s.” I mean, I 
should have protested. Why would you say such a thing over an infant, with all that life 
left? Why speak of death at a baptism? 

Well, James and John know why, or they would soon learn.  

In that church where my son was baptized, the central feature in the sanctuary is a 
stained-glass window depicting Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane, eyes looking up to 
heaven, pained look on his face. You remember the prayer he prayed: “Abba, Father, 
with you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet not what I want, but what 
you want.” 



That was the scene towering over us all as the water descended on my son’s head. 
It was all very odd, you know. I guess the gown was fitting.  

Jesus will say it to James and John, to all his disciples, to us, continuing this 
oddness to this very day: You know how it is, he says, the way the world is, the way 
people lord power over one another. It will not be so among you. Whoever wishes to be 
great must be servant of all, for I came not to be served, but to serve.  

And that’s the main thing, the center of our life, the cup we drink with our Lord 
again and again. It is odd, yes; it is out of step with the world; it can sometimes feel out 
of step with the 21st century church. But it is the cup we drink, it is the baptism we life, 
all to the glory of God. So let’s go out there and embrace the oddness. It is the path that 
leads to life. Amen. 

 
 


