19th October 2009
Called to serve, called by grace
Mark 10:35-45 
35Then James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came to him. "Teacher," they said, "we want you to do for us whatever we ask." 

 36"What do you want me to do for you?" he asked. 

 37They replied, "Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left in your glory." 

 38"You don't know what you are asking," Jesus said. "Can you drink the cup I drink or be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with?" 

 39"We can," they answered. Jesus said to them, "You will drink the cup I drink and be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with, 40but to sit at my right or left is not for me to grant. These places belong to those for whom they have been prepared." 

 41When the ten heard about this, they became indignant with James and John. 42Jesus called them together and said, "You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. 43Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, 44and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. 45For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many."

Two kids are talking to each other one day.  One says, “I’m really worried about my parents.  My Dad works twelve hours a day to earn enough to give me a nice home, and nice food, and clothes to wear.  My Mum spends the whole day cleaning and cooking for me.  I’m very worried!”
The other says, “Well, why are you worried.  It sounds great to me!”

The first kid says, “But what if they try to escape?”

You get the message of the story I’m sure.  What if they try to escape?  Parenting is hard work, even a sort of slavery to use an extreme word, a life sentence in which you’re constantly putting someone else first, and if you read the job description you wouldn’t choose to do it – and yet of course many of us do.  Because what matters is not so much the ‘how’ of being a parent, although that is important of course, you are after all responsible for a life, but the ‘why’, ‘why do it?’, and the answer of course is love, love that becomes quite selfless, but still brings a huge amount of joy.

Today we are not only celebrating new birth, and family life, but also new Christian beginnings, and we might ask the same two questions about being a Christian – how to do it, as in what does it require of me, what is the job description if you like, but also why – why be a Christian?  Why follow Jesus?

James and John get it spectacularly wrong in our gospel reading today.  In fact the disciples often get it wrong, and I find that very encouraging, because so do we!  And Jesus never turns his back on them, he never seems to wonder ‘can I just go back and start again with another bunch of people?’ Lucille and John (Martha’s parents) are teachers, so I guess they are familiar with the frustration of trying to get something across, and the student just doesn’t get it.  But I imagine they don’t give up.  And I guess they also know the joy of seeing the penny finally drop!  And Jesus does persevere, with his disciples and with us, because the penny does eventually drop, and what he has to teach couldn’t matter more.
So what James and John do wrong is that they ignore the ‘how?’ question and leapfrog straight to the ‘why?’ question and come up with completely the wrong answer to that one too.  In their eyes the answer to ‘why follow Jesus?’ is for power and glory.  They want a share and they are almost childishly simplistic in their approach.  “We want…” they say, .  And then what they ask for is to sit with Jesus in glory, one at his right side, and one at his left.  The penny has partially dropped in that they know he is Lord, but they want to be the very next ones in the pecking order, lording it over everyone else.
Given the arrogance of the question, Jesus deals with it very calmly.  “Can you drink the cup I drink or be baptised with the baptism I am baptised with?”, he asks.  Needless to say when he talks of drinking cups and being baptised, he’s not talking about a lovely family event with a party afterwards like we have today!  His own baptism was a turning point in his life that marked the beginning of 3 years of hard work, travelling, teaching and healing, and all leading inexorably to his death, and in the passage just before our reading today, he has just predicted that death to his disciples, and not for the first time.  He’s going to be mocked, and flogged and killed, he says.  And note that word ‘mocked’, not perhaps the worst bit of the whole thing, but it speaks of humiliation.  There’s certainly no glory here.
But James and John ignore all that.  They’re like children who want a puppy dog, and promise to look after it without any idea what that involves.  Oh yes, we can handle all of that they say.  We can drink that cup and be baptised with that baptism.  And Jesus says yes, you will have to handle all of that, but not because of glory.  And then he calls all the disciples together, including the others who are rather furious that James and John got in first, and he gives them a lesson on how to follow him.  He says, “whoever wants to be great among you must be a servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all.”
We need to be careful of those words, servant and slave, in our 21st century world.  They’re words that might not seem to have any relevance today, that seem to refer back to a time when servants and slaves were part of the hierarchy of society, the oppressed and the poor, who had no choice but to do what they were told. And didn’t Jesus come to free the slave? – of course he did.  But here Jesus is not talking about powerlessness, or being forced to do something.  He is asking us all to choose something, to choose to serve, to choose to put others first, all the time.  It’s hard, it’s demanding, it’s not at all glorious, but that is how to be a follower of Jesus.

So how does that sound as a job description?  A life of service.  Worthwhile?...definitely.  But doesn’t it also sound like joyless drudgery…?  Not much fun….? 
But then in the final verse comes the best news of all.  Here is the why!  Here’s what makes the whole thing work and gives it purpose.  It’s been described as the most important verse in Mark’s gospel: “For even the son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”  Ransoms lead to freedom, don’t they?  Not captivity.  And who pays a ransom usually?  The person who cares about you most.
We might stand that verse alongside one of the most important verses in John’s gospel which says: “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life!”  

That’s the good news.  We are to serve, because we receive so much.  Love, love that is selfless in nature like the love of a parent we spoke about at the beginning – given to us.  Also forgiveness and freedom given to us, the promise of eternal life, all given to us on the cross by the sacrifice of one man, Jesus.  We might gather that all together in one word, grace.  God’s grace to us.  Grace has many meanings.  Grace is something beautiful, grace is something freely given, an act of grace is a pardon.  Grace is not easily summed up but the grace of God is all these things and more.  It’s a very precious thing, and the water of baptism is very precious too because it is a sign of the outpouring of that grace by God, and a sign that expresses what it means to be a child of God, loved and set free.
Today Martha has been baptised with the names Martha Grace, and in a way those two names sum up the how and the why of being a follower of Jesus.  There is a Martha in the bible, and she welcomed Jesus into her house, and she wanted to serve, she had a serving heart.  In fact she worked so hard to get everything ready for Jesus, that she didn’t actually spend any time with Jesus, and she got cross that her sister Mary was not helping, and was in fact sitting at Jesus feet, listening to him. I think Jesus was really appreciative of Martha’s efforts, but he also told her that Mary was doing a good thing.  I think he was saying, “Martha, thank you for what you have done for me.  But you must also remember grace, you must remember everything that I have to offer you.”
So Martha Grace, may God bless you in your walk with him.  May you grow up knowing what a difference you can make by serving others.  May you also grow up knowing yourself to be a child of God, and full of his grace.  And may we all have that assurance in our lives, that we are called to serve, but we are called by grace.   Thanks be to God.
JG
PAGE  
3

