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  My first visit to New York City was memorable.  Flying in and seeing Manhattan from 
the air, seeing famous streets and sights while riding in from the airport, hauling luggage through 
turnstiles on the crowded subway, and arriving at my hotel; these were all great introductions to 
the Big Apple.  I remember being treated like a VIP, with doormen taking my luggage and 
opening doors for me.  I thought of how all the stories you hear about New Yorkers being rude 
and unfriendly to be untrue, especially after getting dinner ideas and directions from the 
concierge.  I soon found out, however, that all of the hospitality and pleasantries weren’t so 
noble when all of the nice people who had helped me at my arrival now no longer seemed to 
even notice me.  The doorman who had greeted me acted busy with something else as I 
approached the door.  The woman at the front desk kept her head down and failed to give me the 
“How was your day?” she was giving to other people coming back from seeing the sights.  When 
I asked the concierge for directions to the nearest Starbucks, he referred me to the computer 
kiosk and said that Google would provide a step by step map.  It finally dawned on me that 
everyone who had served me so well was doing so only for a tip, which it had not occurred to me 
to give.  I thought everyone was just doing their job.  It turns out that “concierge” is French for 
“What’s in it for me?”  The workers all served well, but with expectations for a nice reward. 
 
     I’m thinking Jesus discovered this about James and John when they hit him with their 
question.  These two men had gone all out in their service to Jesus, leaving everything to follow 
him as he set out to launch his kingdom.  They made clear on this day, however, that their 
motivation for service wasn’t completely selfless.  As they approached Jesus with their question, 
he gave them a clear response that would not only provide an answer, it would confront their 
attitude of entitlement, and define the pathway ahead for all followers of Jesus then and now.   
 
     Our initial reaction to James and John’s question comes with how we judge most anyone who 
would be so bold to ask such a thing, with disdain and judgment.  How could these two 
faithful leaders who have been with Jesus all this time ask such a selfish question?  How could 
they have missed everything Jesus had taught them and others with his life-changing lessons and 
through the example of his own example of living? Before we judge them too harshly, we might 
do well this morning to recognize a bit of our selves in these two sons of Zebedee.  Sure, we 
might not be so brash as to have asked the question like they did, but I’m confident it would have 
been something each of us would have been thinking.  "What do I get out of all of this, Jesus?” 
just might have been a question growing inside of us as each day of following Jesus passed and 
as the demands of going where Jesus goes takes more of a toll on us.  James and John had 
obviously spent time envisioning their own greatness.  Maybe they didn’t start out following 
Jesus this way, but perhaps the rising popularity of Jesus, the power of performed miracles, or 
the longing they and their people had for an empire that would free them from their captors 
shaped their attitude of entitlement.  However it developed, it was not apparent and had come out 
of their mouths to Jesus:  “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you . . .Grant 
us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory." 
 



     Jesus apparently didn’t get angry, laugh, or even rebuke them.  Rather, he used their selfish 
question as a teachable moment; as a perfect time to clarify the message he was working to 
communicate to the world about God’s way for the world.  He mentioned to them a couple of 
items—the cup and baptism--with which they were familiar, "You do not know what you are 
asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the baptism that I am 
baptized with?”  Both items represented absolute commitment and an acceptance of suffering, 
the kind Jesus would inevitably experience and the kind those who followed after him would 
know as well.  This was the correct pathway to greatness, one that didn’t make a lick of sense to 
James, John, and the other disciples then.  They were focused on conquering their enemies and 
having places of comfort, prestige, and recognition.  Jesus’ talk of suffering, servant hood, and 
downward mobility was going from metaphor to plain speech, from ideal to reality, and 
from unusual to annoying, as we later when Peter finally has enough and attempts to correct 
Jesus for such talk.  They were caught up in daydreaming about what they would receive not 
about what they could give.  They had spent a lot of time envisioning who would be serving 
them, not who they would be serving.  Jesus was detouring them down the wrong road, they 
thought. 
 
     I recently heard a four-star General talking about how the military needs soldiers to 
think.  The way they train them to think in this way is boot camp.  The first thing they do is take 
away all of their marks of individuality—their clothing, jewelry, accessories, social status, 
hairstyles, habits, and preferences—and make them all the same.  They are all given the same 
uniform, underwear, socks, shoes, etc.  He stressed the need they have of training them to think 
of themselves as a unit, no longer as individuals.  A unit looks after everyone within it, doing 
what is best for the whole, even sacrificing for others in the unit if required.  The key to their 
survival is based on their selfless commitment to the others in their unit.  This is “Band of 
Brothers” thinking the military knows it must have to carry out its mission.  
 
     As a civilian, I thought of how different this kind of thinking is from the “l’m getting what’s 
mine” mentality we have as individuals, even as followers of Jesus.  Most of us haven’t 
been trained to think about the unit, about looking after our sisters and brothers; just to look after 
ourselves. We want life to be on our terms, don’t we?  We put on our service clothes and set out 
to open doors for Jesus, showing ourselves to be passionate about his cause.  Passionate, that is, 
up to a point.  When the tip jar from Jesus isn’t getting full and when our service becomes 
inconvenient, we all have our own ways of dismissing Jesus the next time he asks for our 
service.  I am pretty sure we all have varying degrees of entitlement when it comes to following 
Jesus. “I did this for you, Jesus, and it hasn’t helped me one bit.  No sir, no good deed goes 
unpunished.  I surrendered, served, gave, suffered, prayed, and more, so where is my blessing?” 
we think or may even say out loud.  And, like with James and John, Jesus responds to us.  These 
words we have heard and considered from him seem just as much a detour in life as they did to 
James, John and the other disciples.  Don’t they? 
 
     Just how is it that we can begin thinking in a way that doesn’t lead us to ask the wrong 
question of Jesus?  How do you and I move from entitlement to servant hood?  Jesus reminds us 
that the place to begin is with an understanding of the difficulty of our mission.  We are to see 
that following him in our world isn’t easy, its not self-serving, it won’t look like success, it won’t 
put us at the front of the line, it won’t fit your definition of power, it won’t remove your 



problems or pay your bills, and it won’t be the popular route to take. Our world, though 
breathtakingly beautiful, is sometimes painfully ugly.  Blood continues to be shed in the streets 
where Jesus walked in Jerusalem, innocent children and hospital patients die as collateral 
damage of a mission to end terrorism, individuals with uncontrolled access to guns open fire in 
our schools and churches, drugs like those of Lamar Odom exert their power to rule and control 
even the strongest and most successful, clean air and pristine forests decay before our eyes as we 
consume and pollute, racism continues to thrive, and the cost of living continues to 
rise.  Following Jesus in the midst of all of this in our world sometimes means drinking from the 
cup and living out the baptism of Jesus. Jesus doesn't need us to sit comfortably at his right hand 
he needs us to be fully engaged in serving him and each other, living out his mission in this 
world. 
 
     So, Jesus seeks to change our definition of greatness. When we go with his definition and not 
ours truly great things will happen. I believe he would have us, as his followers of today, to 
know what it will look like:  the key to how humans can live with each other in this world, the 
greatest joy our souls can know, the best witness the church can give, the most powerful 
response to evil empires, the best of news to sinners, and the truest hope for the world.  As we go 
into this new week, may our prayer be like that of Cesar Chavez, whom we heard about  earlier 
in the service, “Grant me courage to serve others, for in service there is true life.”1 
 
Amen. 

																																																								
1	Cesar	Chavez	quote	from	Common	Prayer:	A	Liturgy	for	Ordinary	Radicals,	Shane	Claiborne,	
Jonathan	Wilson-Hartgrove,	and	Enuma	Okoro	


