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 We are deep in the season of Pentecost, called 
“ordinary time” in some parts of the Anglican world. 
Time with Jesus is of course never ‘ordinary’ and the 
disciples are continually mystified by Jesus’ teaching. 
Today we see the gap between the disciples’ 
understanding of Jesus and who Jesus really is.  

 Jesus is placed within the spiritual context of 
the “suffering servant” songs from Isaiah. We hear 
one of four ancient texts that prophetically describe 
something new that God will one day do through a 
person who is uniquely faithful, who embodies self-
offering love at infinite cost to himself. A Messiah 
who will serve the life of others over his own. In the 
gospel we see James and John brazenly self-seeking; 
pleading for special status when Jesus comes into 
glory. 

 It is easy to think of James and John as some 
combination of arrogant, self-centered, ambitious. 
Their mother is ambitious for them – in Matthew’s 
gospel, she requests special treatment for her sons. 
James and John have learned how special they are 
early on, at their mother’s knee. 

 The other disciples react resentfully: who do 
you think you are, James and John? Yet the other 
disciples also do not understand what kind of 
Messiah Jesus is. They may also think that Jesus 
operates in that way; that Jesus might be persuaded 



by the special pleading of James and John. They 
jealously worry that James and John may succeed in 
carving out an inside lane with Jesus. As though Jesus 
might indeed be manipulated by their worldly ways 
and ambitions. I wonder if Jesus feels his alone-ness 
deepen, hearing their limited understanding and 
their status-driven desires.  

 What we hear from Jesus is generosity: What 
do you want me to do for you? James and John know 
what they want - or they think they do. They want the 
big seats, the power and the glory. James and John 
want recognition that they are significant. We all 
want what we have offered with care and attention to 
make a difference, to have mattered in some way. 
Jesus says it is not in his power to assign the places in 
glory they ask for. But Jesus reframes this issue of 
significance for James and John. The important 
question for us is how we live now.  

 Can you walk with me where I will walk? Are 
you able to drink the cup that I drink?, Jesus asks. We 
are able, respond James and John. Such confidence! 
They have no idea what cup that will be. Yet Jesus 
says – generous as ever – “you have no idea what you 
are saying Yes to, but you will share in that suffering 
that comes from following me”. James and John will 
be martyred. But how could they begin to glimpse 
their future? How could any of the disciples know? 
They have never seen anything like Jesus before. 



Nothing in their own religious tradition – except four 
obscure passages from Isaiah, including this one – has 
prepared them for the idea that the way of salvation, 
the way of discipleship is about love. Not judgement, 
not keeping the Law, not righteousness and 
perfection, not climbing any kind of ladder, but love. 
The love that comes from grace received, the love that 
offers itself again and again for our neighbor. For our 
neighbor who is the one next to us, not necessarily 
like us, but whoever is next to us, our neighbor. This 
is the way of love that Jesus walks and it will become 
their way of life too. 

 I invite us to reflect on Jesus’ question to James 
and John. What do you want me to do for you? 
Ignatian retreats begin with a group meeting with our 
spiritual director. That first night, the spiritual 
director asks each of us: What grace do you seek on 
this retreat? What do you want God to do for you? 
The idea that we can ask God directly for what we 
desire is astonishing. Gospel passages like this are 
where that presumption comes from and Jesus asks 
this more than once in the gospels. What do you 
want me to do for you? I still splutter a bit at that 
question. Of course, we always have some concerns 
on our heart – people who are sick, suffering 
communities around the world – but taking the 
question deeper is challenging. Do you always trust 
your wants?  



 What do you want me to do for you? How do 
we enter the silence after that question as Jesus waits 
for our answer? Are we embarrassed by what we want? 
What if a blessing for us is somehow a curse for our 
neighbor? What do you want me to do for you? I am 
often not so sure. I question my wants. Wants and 
needs can get confused. We want things we do not 
need and need things we do not want. What we want 
Jesus to do for us is a question as much about God as 
about us. I think that what God wants for me and 
others is the best thing of all but I don’t always know 
right away what that is, I have to keep asking and wait 
and discover what that is.    

 So where I honestly end up is: I want to 
discover what God desires, and then to desire the 
same thing. I am pretty sure that I don’t always at first 
want what God wants, but I want to want what God 
wants. As Thomas Merton prayed: I believe that the 
desire to please you does in fact please you. This is a 
lifelong process of offering our will for 
transformation in love. We invite God to work in us 
to align our desires with Jesus’ desires. To make what 
God wants, what we want too. So that we go where 
Jesus goes, and see with Jesus’ eyes. Prayer helps us 
with that. Individual prayer; corporate prayer in the 
Eucharist, hearing God’s desires in Word and 
Sacrament. Living in community with each other 
helps to transform our desires because God works so 
much through our neighbors who are next to us, 



especially those who are different from us.  

 

 What do you want me to do for you? How 
much do we desire God to work within us to 
transform our desires? 

AMEN 
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