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Two pair of brothers were among Jesus’ chosen disciples:  Peter and Andrew were one 
pair; James and John another.

Remember their call story – they’re sitting in a boat, mending their nets with their Dad, 
Old Man Zebedee, when Jesus walks by and says follow me and I will make you fish for 
people.  They leave Old Man Zebedee bobbing alone in the family fishing boat and 
splash off after Jesus.

Models of discipleship – leaving one’s livelihood and following Jesus

But in today’s Gospel, James and John are portrayed in a less than flattering light. 
Indeed, it speaks to the honesty and integrity of Mark’s Gospel that such an 
embarrassing story is kept.

• Because James and John act like two kids.  “Teacher, we want you to do for us 

whatever we ask of you.”
o Those of us who are parents (or if we’re really honest, ALL of us: 

remember when you were a kid?  And wanted something from your 
folks?)

o With my daughters, it was usually:  “Dad, will you do me a favor?”   “Dad, 

will you promise not to say ‘No!’ before I finish the question?”  Or most 
frightening of all, “Dad, are you in a good mood?”  (My reflex action for 
that question was to reach for my wallet, for I knew that the request was 
going to be pricey.) 

• James and John:  “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.”

o Jesus replies with a question that leaps off the page, jumps out of history, 

across 2,000 years and speaks to us.  
o First to James and John – “What is it you want me to do for you?”

o Then to us – “What is it you want Jesus to do for you?

o We have come here this morning out of habit or need, out of longing or 

hope.  What is it you want Jesus to do for you this morning?  What would 
you ask of Jesus right now?

 Forgiveness?   Then you have come to the right place.

 Faith?   Then you have come to the right place.

 Hope?  Then you have come to the right place.

 Courage?  Then you have come to the right place.

 Mercy?  Then you have come to the right place.
 (Hang on to those requests for a few minutes and bring them to 

prayer where spoken aloud or in the silence of your heart you 
may ask them:  for you have come to the right place!)

 Glory and power and places of honor?     Keep looking….you’ve 
come to the wrong place



• For James and John, their request is again a little embarrassing.  It’s a 

governance issue.  One that seeks power and prestige:  “Grant us to sit, one at 
your right hand and one at your left, in your glory.”

o They just don’t get it.

o Indeed it’s so embarrassing that Matthew took the story from Mark and 

put the question on the lips of Mrs Zebedee, their mother!  
o Astonishingly, Luke puts the story right into the Last Supper – right after 

the well known words of institution and then the prediction that one of the 
12 would betray him.  “A dispute arose among them as to which of them 
was the greatest!”  UNBELIEVABLE!!

o But back in Mark’s account, Jesus responds that they don’t know what 

they are asking for.  He goes on to speak of a cup to drink and a baptism 
with which he must be baptized – both reference to his death.

o “Are you able?”  Jesus asks.  And again the question leaps off the page, 

out of history, across 2,000 years at us.  Are we able?

For us the question is phrased a little differently.  It goes like this.  Turn to p. 201 of your 
LBW if you want to see it.  It’s a slight paraphrase of the question Jesus puts to James 
and John:  Are you able?

You have made public profession of your faith.  Do you intend to continue in the 
covenant God made with you in Holy Baptism:  to live among God’s faithful  
people, to hear God’s Word and share in his supper, to proclaim the good news 
of God in Christ through word and deed, to serve all people, following the 
example of our Lord Jesus, and to strive for justice and peace in all the earth?

• “Are you able?” asked Jesus.  “Yup we are!” said James and John not having a 

clue what they were saying. 
• “Are you able?” asks Jesus of us – and our answer is a bit more humble, but no 

less risky:  “I do and I ask God to help and guide me.”

Context of Gospel is a passion prediction.  For the third and final time in Mark’s Gospel, 
Jesus has just told the twelve about his coming death.  

• Just before James and John’s question, Jesus is talking to the 12 as they walk 

along the road, going up to Jerusalem:  “See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and 
the Son of Man will be handed over to the chief priests and the scribes, and they 
will condemn him to death; then they will hand him over to the Gentiles; they will  
mock him, and spit upon him, and flog him, and kill him; and after three days he 
will rise again.”   (It’s Isaiah’s suffering servant text that Robert read as our first 
lesson.)

Those words are still hanging, suspended in the air when James and John come up and 
say, “Jesus, are you in a good mood?  Will you do whatever we ask?”

The call away from glory and power and toward servanthood is made under the shadow 
of the cross.  In the same way, our call away from glory and power and toward 
servanthood is made under the watery sign of the cross at our baptism.



Jesus doesn’t ask something of his followers that he will not do.  
• His servanthood of footwashing

• Philippians 2:  Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, 

though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as 
something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being 
born in human likeness.  And being found in human form, he humbled himself  
and became obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross

It’s a teaching that Jesus empowered, enabled.  It’s a teaching that Jesus modeled.
It is a teaching Jesus commands of us, from our baptismal washing, we are called to 
servanthood as people of God.

Yesterday in the Confirmation class -- Five gifts come to us in baptism:  
• Identity as a beloved child of God; 

• Forgiveness of Sin; 

• Relationship with sisters and brothers in Christ in God’s huge family that spans 

all time and space; 
• Promise of eternal life; 

• Vocation or job description to be not the boss, but a servant in God’s world

What is your vocation?  What is your life of serving servanthood living out your faith?
• Parent

• Student

• Counselor

• Look around the congregation and pick examples of servanthood in vocation:

What is your life of serving servanthood within our congregation?
• Some are upstairs right now teaching the youngest baptized among us

• Some are reading lessons or singing in the choir or serving communion or coffee 

or handing out bulletins – the many different gifts of Sunday morning service
• Still the hungry cry for bread, so some are working at the Jardin Montbrillant 

preparing and serving food to Geneva’s most vulnerable and needy ones
• Some spend hours of their time in Congregational Committee or Governance 

Committee or Church Council meetings seeking to give servant leadership to this 
congregational community

• Some review and educate about sharing projects

• Others in grief are mourning their dead so some among us accompany those 

who grieve, sharing the burden of sorrow, patiently walking the grief journey
• Gift Inventory will be part of our stewardship appeal this autumn – you’ll be 

invited to indicate where your gifts might be put to service in our congregation 
and wider church community

No matter what your vocation, no matter what your stewardship of time and talent in the 
congregation, no matter what serving you do in the world -- We never do our 
servanthood alone.  We do not live out our baptismal faith of our own power.  We come 
to this sacred place, this sanctuary we call it and here we are met by God in Christ. 
Here God very explicitly helps and guides us all:  through Word and Sacraments.

And then send us forth – Go in peace.  And what?  Serve the Lord / Servant’s Entrance  


