I love how stupid disciples can be sometimes.  Watching them stumble their way through their ministry gives me a whole lot of hope for the way I sometimes feel like I’m stumbling my way through my own life and faith.  We say the word “discipleship” to describe the way that we should live our lives, and we feel guilty when we fall short – but when I see the actual disciples living out their own discipleship, I realize that there’s hope even for me.  They didn’t get it right very often, either.


The story in today’s gospel is just such an example.  James and John are brothers, and disciples of Jesus.  They address Jesus with the priceless question, “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.”  That’s not a question – that’s a command.  They have the guts to come up to their leader, their teacher, and inform him that they deserve exactly what they ask of him.  I imagine Jesus is more than a little amused when he responds, “What is it you want me to do for you?”  I can practically hear him raising an eyebrow as he wonders what these two are going to come up with.  


They inform Jesus that they deserve to sit on either side of Jesus when he comes to glory.  Now, since these two are brothers, I imagine that there was more than a little jockeying for who got to actually sit at Jesus’ right hand, a position of greater honor than at Jesus’ left hand, but apparently they were willing to secure their positions and figure the rest out later.  As brothers, they wanted to earn glory for themselves and their family.  They wanted a great reward for their service.  Even when Jesus cautions them that they do not know what they’re asking, they insist that they can do anything and everything that could be asked of them, so they deserve all the glory and honor that Jesus can bestow.


Eventually, shaking his head and probably more than a little disappointed in them, Jesus informs the brothers that he cannot indeed grant to them that honor.  I imagine that at this point, James and John started to put up a pretty big fuss, bringing all the other disciples to hear what was going on and get a little curious.  When the rest of the disciples hear what all the complaining is about, they get angry at James and John.  I think they’re angry not because John and James asked, but because they asked first.  I imagine that most of the disciples were kicking themselves, wishing that they’d thought to ask Jesus if they could sit next to him instead, and maybe holding out hope that if they were righteously indignant enough at John and James, maybe they could earn that coveted right-hand seat.


And Jesus comes back to their anger with the kind of statement that that you have no good response to, making you realize how silly you really are.  Jesus says, "You know that among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. But it is not so among you; but whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all.  For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many." 


In other words: you are called to be servants.  Here they are arguing about glory and honor, and they’ve missed out on their teacher’s call.  Jesus calls us to be servants – slaves, even, to all people.  Even if your service makes you a leader, exemplary in your work, greater than anyone else in what you give and what you do and how you live, it is not for you to be royalty.  You will lead with what you do.  You will become great through what you give.  If you want to be first, you must make everyone else first.


Jesus was trying to explain servanthood to his disciples.  He is trying to explain it to us.  You see, we look at the world we are in and we see people being famous, rich, great, powerful – and we think that’s what we’re supposed to be.  We think that’s what we deserve to be – maybe even what God intends us to be.  Like James and John, we want the glory that we think is ours.  But that’s not what we’re called to be.  Following Jesus puts us in a different category altogether.  


The world that we live in tells us that you should always get something for what you give.  The disciples felt that way – that’s the way they understood the world, too.  They knew they were giving a lot to Jesus.  They’d left their homes, their families, their jobs – they thought that they would get a prize for this.  Honor.  Prestige.  Recognition.  They thought, at least on some level, that following Jesus would make them great.


Jesus turns that all around.  It is not about doing something to gain something for yourself, but to gain something for someone else.  There is no ulterior motive on our part – only service.  Only love.  Only giving.  When we open ourselves to that, truly and honestly, a whole world opens up to us.


It is a world that is different than the one we know.  It is one where we do not get where we deserve.  We get more.  Our life of service, our selflessness, our giving to others, our true commitment to following Jesus – we live this out, knowing that all things will be ours.  This is the promise we have already received.  Because so much has already been given to us, we are able to simply give of ourselves without worrying about earning anything.  We don’t have to try to gain some kind of special place for ourselves.  We don’t have to make deals to get ourselves sitting at Jesus’ right or left. 

 Jesus promised it to the disciples, and he promises it to us, too: we have been baptized with him in a baptism like his.   We don’t have to worry about death, because a place has already been made for us.  Here, in this life, in this world with its unjust rules and suffering people and unequal resources, we can do something.  We can give.  We can serve.

This is what Jesus was trying to explain to his disciples, jealous and thick-headed as they could be.  It is what he wants us to know here and now.  We are called to serve.  This live of discipleship, of servanthood, it is one of many gifts.  We can indeed gain so much by serving – we achieve, we grow, we gain.  But it’s not the kind of gain that this world wants to tell us is most precious.  It’s not riches or notoriety or fame.  It is what was always there for us, and what we are free to share with others.  It is the gift of life – and life abundantly lived and given, shared with others, given up to the glory of God.  This is servanthood.  This is following Christ.

May you always know the glory of serving Jesus, may you always have the confidence to reach out to you neighbor, and may you see past the cheapness of this world’s gain and know only the gain of Christ’s mercy.  Thanks be to God.

