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THE TWENTY-FIRST SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Do Me a Favor
Mark 1-:35-45; Philippians 2:1-11

I can imagine that Jesus’ eyebrows went up and a knowing smile spread
across his face when James and John made their audacious request:
“Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.”  Were they really
serious?  Did they honestly think Jesus would grant them anything they
wished for like some genie out of a bottle?  Did they not know that you have
to be careful what you ask for because you just might get it, and you may not
like it?

For instance, a married couple was seated in a quiet,
romantic corner of a dimly lit restaurant.  They were in their early
sixties.  They brought their champagne glasses together in a
toast.  There was every reason to celebrate because it was their
30th wedding anniversary.

In a whiff of smoke, a tiny yet beautiful fairy appeared
before them, hovering over the table.  She said, “For being such
an exemplary married couple and for being loving to each other
for all this time, I will grant you each a wish.”

The wife clapped her hands in delight.  She answered first,
“Oh, I would like to travel the world with my darling husband.”

The fairy waved her magic wand over the woman, who
instantly found two round-the-world travel tickets in her hands.

It was now the husband’s turn.  He reflected for a moment
and then said, “Well, this is all very romantic, but an opportunity
like this will never come again.”  He decided to bare his innermost
desires.  He said, “My wish is to have a wife thirty years younger
than I.”

The fairy answered, “Your wish is my command.”
She waved her magic wand over the man.
Poof!  The husband became 90 years old!
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Jesus did not have a magic wand, but he still knew better than to grant
such a dangerous request.  After all, he remembered how Herod had offered
to grant any wish at all to his step-daughter Salome after she danced for his
friends at his birthday feast that had been going on for days.  Even in his
drunken stupor, he realized his error when his darling step-daughter batted
her eyes at him and said, “Give me the head of John the Baptist here on a
platter” (Matthew 14:8).  Be careful what you ask for–you just might get it.

James and John did not directly ask for riches or youth, an exotic
vacation or a head on a platter.  They did ask to be Jesus’ top associates,
however.  They were aiming to be his COO and CFO, his Vice-President and
Chief of Staff.  They wanted to sit, one on Jesus’ right and the other on his left
in the seats of honor and influence.  Granted, that is a lot to ask of anyone,
especially the Savior of the world.  But before we start throwing stones at the
two disciples, Lee Canipe, Pastor of Murfreesboro Baptist Church reminds us
that Jesus had been hammering home the reality of where his ministry was
headed for a long time.  James and John knew about Jerusalem, the arrest,
the beating, mocking, and death.  He had told them how tough it was going
to get, and these two disciples were in it for the long haul.  They were not
giving up.  They wanted to hang in there with Jesus.  They just wanted to be
certain that it was going to mean something for them.  They were planning for
the future and wanted to make certain that their investment in Jesus brought
some returns.1  So they asked to be his top assistants when he came into his
glory.

Jesus was kind to them.  He did not cut them off at the knees or loudly
rebuke them in front of the other disciples.  He was polite and patient and
apparently appreciated their position.  I do think he smiled–you know, that
kind of smile your mom or dad would give you when you asked for something
really big, knowing all the time you were not likely to get it.  When my brothers
and I would ask for something we knew we could not get like a pony or go cart
or a new car, my father would smile and say, “Sure, why don’t we get two of
them!”  We knew then that the answer was “No!”.

Jesus smiled and said to James and John, “You don’t 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?”  With that same audacity, they replied, “We
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are!”  Jesus said, “Fine, then you will be, but I cannot grant your request for
it is not mine to give.  It will go to whomever is appointed.”

Jesus was kind to James and John, but the rest of the disciples were
angry.  How dare they ask for such privilege?  Every one of them had been
with Jesus every step of the way.  What made them so special?  Suddenly the
whole group was in an uproar and Jesus had an opportunity for a teachable
moment.

He reminded the disciples that Gentile rulers let their subjects know
exactly who was in charge.  Position meant power and privilege and anyone
in charge would let no one else forget it.  They are tyrants, Jesus pointed out.

You are different, he reminded the disciples.  Greatness to you is not
power or prestige.  It is not position or title.  It is not wealth or possessions.
Greatness to you is service.  If you want to be great, you have to be a servant.
If you want to be first, you have to become like a slave.  If you want to be like
me, you have to give yourself completely–even to death–because that is what
I am doing.

Most of us would like to be at the top–to have the corner office and a big
paycheck with plenty of perks.  While we would not necessarily take
advantage of other people, it would be nice if every once in a while other
people did what we asked them to do.  We sometimes imagine ourselves as
influential, making decisions and pronouncements that will change things
around us and could even change the world for the better.  If only I were in
charge of this company . . . If only I were President of the country . . . If only
I could be God for a day, everything would be better!  Right!

Our culture, like the culture of Jesus’ day, does not lend itself to
honoring servanthood.  Rarely does anyone honor the people who collect our
garbage, pick up our leaves, clean our homes, or mop hospital floors.  The
people with big shiny medals and gleaming trophies are people who are
leaders, innovators, movers and shakers.  But the truth is, none of those
people would be where they are if it were not for the people who serve their
needs.

Think about our political process, no matter what the office, candidates
constantly remind us of how wonderful they are, how bright and innovative
and insightful they are.  They let us know without a doubt how fortunate we
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will be to have them lead us because they are the best thing that could
happen to us.

In reality, anyone aspiring to a political office which will serve our
interests ought to be asking us for the privilege to serve.  They ought to
humble themselves and thank us for the opportunity to serve us, to meet our
needs, to make our lives better.  That is service.  That is servanthood.

Jesus chose to come and live among us.  God willingly shed the glory
of heaven to spend the first night on earth in a smelly stable.  God opted for
an ordinary life in a rather insignificant town in a somewhat insignificant
country.  God decided servanthood meant sharing the Good News of his
grace with all people, even if it meant he might have to suffer and die,
because God’s greatest desire was that the rest of us learn how to really live.

Every night when she was a child, Claudia Minden Weisz repeated The
Lord’s Prayer but wondered if anyone ever heard it.  She grew up in an
alcoholic home.  Her twenty year-old sister was murdered, her stepfather
committed suicide, her middle child was diagnosed with a severe neurological
disorder requiring constant care, and her father died of cancer and a broken
heart all before she reached the age of thirty.  Five years ago her husband
died of Lewy Body Dementia, a neurological disease akin to Parkinson’s that
includes dementia and hallucinations.  She asked a lot of questions.  She
prayed.  She asked God for many things that never came.

In response to all that had happened in her life, instead of becoming
bitter and distant, she developed sensitivity to other people and the world
around her.  She struggled with why God did not give her what she asked, but
also considered all that she had learned from her life.  In response to her
experience, she wrote a poem which explains why we do not always know
what we ask and why God does not always grant our wishes:

And God Said, "No"
Claudia Minden Weisz

I asked God to take away my pride,
And God said, "No."
He said it is not for Him to take away,
but for me to give up.
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I asked God to make my handicapped child whole,
And God said, "No."
He said her spirit is whole,
Her body is only temporary.

I asked God to grant me patience,
And God said, "No."
He said that patience is a by-product of tribulation,
it isn't granted, it's earned.

I asked God to give me happiness,
And God said, "No."
He said He gives blessings,
Happiness is up to me.

I asked God to spare me pain,
And God said, "No."
He said, "Suffering draws you apart from worldly
cares and brings you closer to Me."

I asked God to make my spirit grow,
And God said, "No."
He said I must grow on my own,
but He will prune me to make me fruitful.

I asked God if He loved me,
And God said, "Yes."
He gave me His only Son who died for me,
and I will be in Heaven someday because I believe.

I asked God to help me love others,
as much as He loves me.
And God said,
"Ah, finally you have the idea."2

Claudia Weisz discovered that God is not a genie who can meet our
every wish, even if those desires are good.  She discovered that one of the
gifts of life is growth and maturity and that God gives us other gifts through
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the experiences we have.  Ultimately, she realized, the greatest gift offers us
is the opportunity to love others as much as God loves us.  That is the heart
of service.  It is not about position or power or prestige or even our desires,
it is about loving one another as God has loved us.

In a 1989 interview with Time magazine, Mother Teresa was asked if
she had any special qualities that enhanced her ministry to the poor and
unwanted people of Calcutta.  She replied, “I don't think so.  I don't claim
anything of the work.  It is His work.  I am like a little pencil in His hand.
That's all.  He does the thinking.  He does the writing.  The pencil has nothing
to do with it.  The pencil has only to be allowed to be used.”3

I like that image.  I might alter it to suggest that God does want us to do
some of the thinking and writing but to ultimately yield to the guidance of the
divine hand.  We are all pencils in the hand of God.  We can be used to write
a new chapter in someone’s life, to help fill in the blanks of a young person’s
future, to rewrite a story that is not going well.  We are pencils in God’s hand.
We can sketch a new picture of life for someone, redesign a community so
that it is more caring, add color and beauty to a scene that is barren and dull.
We are pencils in the hand of God and God can do amazing things with us if
we are willing to be that pencil instead of yearning to be something else,
something more.  We need not request to write the next great American
novel.  All we need do is ask for the privilege of writing something helpful for
someone else which will also appear as a chapter in our lives.

I see the many ways God uses you to write better stories in the lives of
people.  I see you teaching Sunday School, hear you sing in our choir, watch
you assist others in worship.  You are out there delivering meals to lonely
people, making certain shelter is available for all people, providing a birthday
party for someone who has never had one.  You make houses safe and
comfortable, your provide blankets for a cold winter’s night, you prepare soup
that is nutritious for the body and a visit that is good for the soul.  You involve
yourself in this community, working to write a new page in its history, doing
what you can to make life better for all people.  You comfort one another,
encourage one another, and rejoice with one another.  In a couple of weeks
you will be all over this community serving our neighbors through Lakeside
Involved.  God is busy writing all over the place with your lives.  What more
could we want?



7

We often ask God for favors, to do things for us that will make our lives
better and bigger.  In response, God says to us, “Do me a favor . . . just let me
use you to serve one another and your life will be bigger and better than you
can imagine because it will include so many more people in it.  As usual, God
is right.  There is no greater calling than to serve one another.  How might
God use you to write something new?



October 21, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

O God, who knows us intimately and loves us unconditionally, who is as
close as our own heartbeat yet remains a mystery far beyond our
comprehension, we come to worship you each week bringing a myriad of
experiences and emotions, joys and worries, thoughts and questions that
make us who we are.  We know that you have created us in your image and
continue to speak to us through the people and circumstances of our lives as
you mold us into the image of Christ.  Our life of faith is guided by your call to
discipleship and service, where we are challenged to live humbly and give
sacrificially after the example of Christ who gave himself for us.  We are
energized by the possibilities that come our way, perplexed by the troubles,
saddened by the losses, astounded by the blessings.  In all things, Loving
God, we are grateful for the good gifts which are ours daily, recognizing that
they come from your generous hand.

And we recognize, too, O God, our Redeemer and Friend, that one of
the extraordinary gifts we receive is the opportunity to serve others.  The
problems in our world, our community, our church, and our families are
enormous.  We often feel inadequate or depleted in the face of them, and it
seems easier to abandon our responsibilities out of apathy or skepticism or
fear.  But in your infinite compassion and mercy, O God, you have blessed us
that we might be a blessing to others.  Grant us the grace to meet these
challenges with creativity and courage.  Empower us to work as healers in the
midst of suffering.  Equip us to become messengers of peace where there is
violence.  Teach us to demonstrate love where there is hatred.  Help us to live
generously where we find need.  In all the circumstances that we face, in all
of the ways that you call us, may we shine your light and life into the dark and
hopeless places of our world.  We pray in the name of the One who came that
we might have abundant and joyful life and before whom every knee should
bend in reverence and praise, even Jesus the Christ.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


