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Twenty-Second Sunday after Pentecost • October 21, 2018 
Isaiah 53:4-12 • Psalm 91:9-16  •  Hebrews 5:1-10  •  Mark 10:35-45 

  
 Anna and I used to live near a church with a large statue of Christ carrying his cross. It was a 
rather ordinary statue except for a few odd details. For starters, it was installed next to the nursey 
school playground so that you could not go down the slide without meditating on the passion of our 
Lord. There was also no title or information about the statue anywhere on the grounds, this at a 
church where every flat surface bigger than a communion wafer had a memorial plaque nailed to it. 
And finally, the statue was blinding in the midday sun because it was made of stainless steel. 
 It was just a curiosity for us, but one of our friends, having nothing to do besides finish his 
dissertation, dug through the archives and made some phone calls and made a discovery. The statue 
was a hand-me-down twice over and had never been well received. It was given to the church by a 
seminary who donated it after students complained when it was installed outside the cafeteria. And it 
was given to the seminary by a convent in Connecticut that commissioned the work back in the 
1970s. When the statue was first revealed to the convent’s sisters, the mother superior declared, 
“Get it out of here!” As the perplexed sisters looked for an explanation, she added, “Stainless steel is 
for cutlery, not Christ.” 
 You can’t always get the Jesus you want. And yet that doesn’t stop us from trying.  In today’s 
gospel reading, James and John give it a try. “Teacher,” they ask, “we want you to do for us 
whatever we ask of you.” They seem to know that Jesus won’t like what’s coming next. Why else 
would you ask, “Could you agree to do us a favor before we tell you what the favor is?” No one 
who has babysat a five-year old would fall for such a negotiating tactic and neither does the Son of 
God. And instead Jesus asks them, “What is it that you want me to do for you?”  

Not a bad question to think about today. Like James and John, we’ve been following Jesus, 
so what is it exactly that we want Jesus to do for us? Some of us want Jesus to be the enabling 
friend, the one who tells us that we are always doing the right thing and the problem is always other 
people. Others of us want Jesus to be the insurance policy who keeps bad things from happening to 
us. The gospel of Mark is full of people with their own answers to that question. Just last week we 
heard about the rich man who wanted Jesus to change his life as long as it doesn’t actually mean 
changing anything about his life.   
 And what to James and John want? They want glory, laud, and honor. They are convinced 
that Jesus is going into Jerusalem to kick out the Romans and, when he does, they want to be the 
ones who get to stand by his side. To be the ones in the photo ops. To be the ones who got in on 
the ground floor. When the other disciples get mad at their request, they’re not angered at the 
brazenness of it. They’re mad because they didn’t think to ask it first.    
 Now notice that Jesus doesn’t reject their desire entirely. The problem isn’t so much that 
James and John want to be great, it’s what they think greatness entails. Instead of just adopting the 
tactics of the Romans and adhering to their definition of greatness, “lording it over them” as Jesus 
puts it, Jesus says that “whoever wishes to be first among you must be servant of all.” Jesus doesn’t 
shut them down but reorients their desire toward the good. 
 This is all relatively straightforward, greatness is found in service, the first shall be last, etc., 
etc., except Jesus adds something else. And this is where things get a little complicated. “The cup 
that I drink you will drink,” Jesus says, “and the baptism with which I am baptized, you will be 
baptized.” So Jesus isn’t just talking about service in general. He’s talking about service that 
participates in Christ’s life, suffering, death, and resurrection. Service that is sacramental in how it 
embodies and conveys the love of God. So this is not just pretending to be Jesus or asking what 
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Jesus would do in our situation. Because when the Holy Spirit gathers us together for such service, 
we are not just emulating Jesus. We are being transformed into the body of Christ for the world.  
 Gordon Lathrop, one of the theologians whose work informed the ELW and whose book 
we read together last Lent, gave an interview a few years ago where he was asked what he thought 
needed to be improved in our liturgical practices. Think about how you would answer that question. 
You could say that our hymns aren’t reflective of the global church. Or maybe the prayers have lack 
gravitas. Or maybe the lectionary readings avoid topics we find uncomfortable. Lathrop’s answer 
was interesting. He said, “the central symbols should be larger, and the assembly should actively 
participate, including finally,” here’s the key part, “the sending to a needy world.”1 The sending in 
service to a needy world needs to be made bigger. 
 Now let’s pause for a second here. Because at first glance that sounds like a rather boring 
answer. The idea that more service is a good idea isn’t exactly novel. But that’s not quite what 
Lathrop is getting at. He’s getting at the connection between service and sending. The point he’s 
making isn’t so much that we don’t do enough service, though we could always do more, the 
problem is often that our service is disconnected from our liturgy. That instead of liturgy and service 
reinforcing one another, that weekly drawing in and sending out forming the heartbeat of our faith, 
they interact like two pieces of wood we’ve nailed together.  
 So how do the central symbols of our liturgy, the ones we do every week, baptism and 
communion, inform the way we live lives of service? What does it look like when our service 
becomes sacramental? What does it look like when we make sending bigger? 
 It might look like the Broad Street Ministry, a church in downtown Philadelphia. Broad 
Street offers meals, social service referrals, mailing addresses, legal services, and a whole host of 
other resources to people experiencing homelessness. Broad Street looks like many of the countless 
churches that have such outreach ministries. But if you go to a meal, you’ll notice something 
unusual. Instead of a cafeteria line where food is doled out from behind a sneeze guard, clients put 
in orders from the day’s menu and the food is brought to them as if they were at a restaurant. That 
puts more work on that staff and volunteers, of course, but they’ve decided that this is a way of 
making their service Eucharistic. Around the Lord’s table, everyone receives the same thing no 
matter who you are. So they’ve committed to giving their clients same type of experience as folks at 
the fancy restaurants across the street. It’s a way of practicing Eucharistic hospitality. Except instead 
of litigating who is welcome at our table, it’s about taking Christ’s welcome at this table and making 
it normative for all the tables we find ourselves at throughout the week. When we’re sent by God, 
our service becomes Eucharistic. 
 Or last week, we had two visitors here from Christian Health Care Center talking about their 
new music and memory loss program. And one of the things they talked about was how people with 
memory loss don’t just enjoy listening to music. But that music often helps them connect with a part 
of their identity that they aren’t usually able to access. So let’s think about this in terms of baptism. 
Baptism is all about your unbreakable relationship with God. But it needs to be reflected in and 
nurtured by the people around you to make it tangible in your life. So when the folks at Christian 
Health Care work with people with dementia, they’re not just trying to make people comfortable. In 
a way, they’re actually giving people their identity. The same way that our identity in Christ is given 
to us by God, but it comes to us through the lives of our friends and neighbors. When we’re sent by 
God, our service becomes baptismal. 

                                                           
1 “Interviewing Liturgical Leaders: Gordon Lathrop,” PrayTellBlog (blog), accessed October 16, 2018, 

http://www.praytellblog.com/index.php/2014/07/01/interviewing-liturgical-leaders-gordon-lathrop/. 
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 There’s a reason why sending so often feels like an afterthought in our liturgy. Because 
making it bigger means holding service and sacrament together. So often, we think of worship either 
as an escape from the grinding world outside or a distraction from the more important work of 
service. As if when Jesus asks what we want him to do for us, the best we can come up with is “Just 
an hour of quiet” or “Just a volunteer opportunity.”  

Like James and John, we often come to Jesus asking for the wrong thing. And what makes it 
the wrong thing isn’t that it’s too much. It’s that it’s not enough. James and John want worldly 
conveniences when Jesus is trying to give them divine gifts. And so Jesus does what he’s best at 
whenever our hopes are too small or our dreams too narrow. He does a kind of pastoral 
intervention, and he reorients James and John toward himself. Just like God reorients us from this 
place to serve the mission of God in the world.  

Because Jesus keeps rorienting us together around this font and this table. And keeps 
sending us to the tables where the body of Christ is giving itself away to the hungry. Sending us to 
the places where God’s beloved community is moving into the neighborhood. And sending us to 
the people who find the life everlasting by just making it through another day. We don’t always get 
the Jesus we want. But we always get the Jesus our neighbors need. 
 

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


