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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

21st Sunday after Pentecost; October 18th, 2015 

Mark 10:35-45 

“Holding the Future” 

~~~~~~~~ 

James and John, Zebedee’s sons, came up to him (Jesus).  

“Teacher, we have something we want you to do for us.” 

 “What is it? I’ll see what I can do.” 

 “Arrange it,” they said, “so that we will be awarded the 

highest places of honor in your glory – one of us at your right, 

the other at your left.” 

 Jesus said, “You have no idea what you’re asking.  Are 

you capable of drinking the cup I drink, of being baptized in the 

baptism I’m about to be plunged into?” 

 “Sure,” they said.  “Why not?” 

 Jesus said, “Come to think of it, you will drink the cup I 

drink and be baptized in my baptism.  But as to awarding 

places of honor, that’s not my business.  There are other 

arrangements for that.” 

 When the other ten heard of this conversation, they lost 

their tempers with James and John.  Jesus got them together to 

settle things down.  “You’ve observed how godless rulers throw 

their weight around,” he said, “and when people get a little 

power how quickly it goes to their heads.  It’s not going to be 

that way with you.  Whoever wants to be great must become a 

servant.  Whoever wants to be first among you must be your 

slave.  That is what the Son of Man has done: He came to 

serve, not to be served – and then to give away his life in 

exchange for many who are held hostage”(From The Message by 

Eugene Peterson). 
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Once when I was in college at Furman University in Greenville, 

South Carolina, I drove up to be with my father at the furniture 

market in Blowing Rock, North Carolina.  My father was a 

manufacturer’s representative for Broyhill Furniture Industries;  

he did that for 33 years before retiring on disability for about a 

year before he died.  He was the classic middle-man selling 

Broyhill products to furniture stores.  He was a good salesman, 

and he was well-liked among his colleagues.  I went to Blowing 

Rock to see him in-action, so to speak, and he was a natural.  

He was in his element and I am glad I was there to witness it. 

 

The first night at the furniture market was all about food and 

drink, and there was a big-band playing Benny Goodman and 

Frank Sinatra tunes.  I was standing with dad drinking a glass 

of wine; he had a beer that he nursed most of the evening. “He’s 

at Furman,” my father would say proudly, and he would add 

that I was thinking of going to Law School.  My dad first 

wanted me to be a medical doctor, but when the first set of 

science grades came in he adjusted his hopes. 

 

Much to his dismay one Spring break I came home and told him 

that I considering going into Elementary Education.  I wanted 

to teach young children.  His response to that was –  Son, do 

that for a hobby, not for a living!   

 

The main thing my dad wanted was for me to make some 

money.  He used to say,  Son, it cost money to live!  When we 

would be driving through a nice neighborhood or playing golf at 

a country club my father would look around and say just one 

word  –  Civilization! 
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Dad was not very excited when my heart and mind turned 

toward being a pastor, but he became again what he had always 

been in his heart, a supporter and fan of his son. 

 

Anyway, I was there to watch my dad and I was his fan that 

night.   

~~~~~~~~ 

During the evening one of my dad’s friends, a Broyhill 

salesman, came over and he was gregarious and tipsy –  like 

most of those guys were that first night –  and dad introduced 

me.  Dad gave the usual spiel about where I was in school and 

how I was going to get rich as a lawyer.  My dad’s friend put 

his arm around me in a “I’m-going-to-change-your-life” sort of 

way, and I fully expected him to whisper the word plastics, but 

he turned me toward the dance floor.  Look out there, he said, 

you see that girl?  I did see her and had seen her earlier.  In 

fact, I was having a bit of trouble not looking at her; she was 

quite attractive and about my age.  My father’s friend said loud 

enough for me and my dad to hear and anyone, say, within .. a 

few miles... Do you know who she is?  I did not.  That, Furman 

boy, is the President’s daughter, my dad’s friend said,  and if 

you want to skip Law School go ask her to dance!  I smiled and 

nodded but my feet were glued to the floor.  Go on, Furman 

boy, he said, when you dance with her you are holding your 

future in your hands! 

 

Well, I never did ask her to dance, never did meet her.  I’d like 

to report to you that I failed to take my future in my hands like 

that because I wanted to make my living the old fashioned way 
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– I wanted to earn it!  But the truth of the matter is I just did 

not have enough confidence for such an encounter.   

~~~~~~~~ 

The point I’m making here is that James and John wanted to 

skip Law School, skip the suffering that Jesus had spoken of so 

clearly.  James and John wanted to hold the future in their 

hands.  James and John wanted to snuggle up close to the 

President and to find the easy road to power and prestige.   

 

We’ve all heard the old advice – it is not what you know, it is 

who you know!  Well, John and James were trying to take 

advantage of who they knew to make their way into a position 

of ease and power.   The other 10 were no better.  They were 

indignant toward James and John – not because James and John 

had so missed the point of Jesus’ teachings, which they certainly 

had – but because James and John were the first to think of it.   

 

This story was a real embarrassment for the early church.  Mark 

is the first to tell the story – the story we just read.  A later 

version comes in Matthew.  If you go there and read this story 

there is a change to it.  It is not, in Matthew, James and John – 

two of the first and great disciples –  who sidle up to Jesus 

seeking a special place; rather, in the later story in Matthew it is 

the mother of James and John who was trying to secure special 

status for her little boys.  If this story in Matthew is accurate 

you can imagine the mom saying... “Boys, go talk to him. You 

know him well ... you are so smart ... you were there right at the 

beginning ... you have shared your boat with him ... talk to him 

... ask him for a special spot!  You are special!  You’re my 

boys.  Remember, it’s not what you know it’s who you know!  
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Go give him a hug and you will be holding the future in your 

hands.” 

 

The story remains, does it not, an embarrassment?  What James 

and John were asking for misses the mark so widely that it 

makes you cringe to hear it.  How could these men so close to 

the man Jesus so misunderstand him?  How could they think 

they were headed to worldly power? worldly prestige? worldly 

success?  How could they not know that the cup from which 

Jesus would drink was going to be suffering?  He had spoken of 

it very clearly at least three times. How could they not know 

that the baptism Jesus was to experience was the baptism of 

death?  Jesus had told them of it very plainly. How could they 

not see that to be on his right and on his left was to be on the 

front line of protestors before the national guard ready to fire 

their weapons?   

 

Well, truth be told, they, James and John, are we!  Truth be told 

James is me, John is me...  I am often times ready to search for 

ease rather than service.  I am often times ready to use my 

connections to make my life easier.  I am often times more 

focused on securing my future than I am focused on serving my 

neighbor.  This story is about me.  Dare I say it, but this story 

is about you?   

~~~~~~~~ 

This story is for us all a reminder of two very important truths 

about the teachings and the life and death of Jesus... 

This story of James and John seeking places on the right and left 

of Jesus and of Jesus response about becoming a servant is a 

reminder that the things we do with our lives that are most 
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consistent with our calling as followers of Jesus are the things 

which embody our self-giving on behalf of our neighbors.  We 

are called, as Jesus said to the stewing disciples, to serve one 

another as Jesus was servant of all.  That is the first reminder in 

this story – our lives are most consistent with our calling as 

followers of Jesus as we seek and find ways to serve our 

neighbor. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Here’s a story about a person whose name you will not 

recognize and will probably not remember after hearing what 

I’m about to tell you.  I do not know if he is a follower of Jesus 

but his behavior is consistent with such a calling. His name is 

Nathan Eckstrom and he teaches English in the Boston Public 

Schools, one of the most diverse school systems in the country.  

Its more than 9,000 students come from about 100 countries, 

and they speak more than 80 languages.  Instead of taking a 

vacation this past summer, Eckstrom went to Haiti to find the 

places where several of his students live and to visit their 

extended families.  He knows that he will be able to make 

better connections with his Haitian students after learning about 

their culture and country.  Over the past ten years, Boston 

teachers have made similar trips to Cape Verde, the Dominican 

Republic, Vietnam, and other countries.  Fund for Teachers, a 

Houston-based non-profit, helps fund these trips (Boston Globe, 

September 12, 2105, as recounted in Christian Century, October 

14, 2015).  

When we act in ways of service to our neighbors we are being 

most consistent with our calling as followers of Jesus. 

~~~~~~~ 

The second reminder contained in this story comes from the last 
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line where Jesus says – That is what the Son of Man has done: 

He came to serve, not to be served – and then to give away his  

life in exchange for many who are held hostage.   

Jesus came to envelope all that we do –  

the good, the bad, the ugly, the beautiful –  

in his self-giving love.   

We can be held hostage to our worldly desires,  

but Jesus came to give us his life and the love of God  

so that we might learn to live into  

the amazing love and forgiveness and call of God.   

We may fall away, as all the disciples did,  

but God has a love for us that is stronger than our failures.  

James and John eventually came back and, indeed,  

as Jesus had predicted,  

they drank from the cup of suffering in their service  

and their baptisms were made complete in death.  

We may be bone-headed in our selfishness,  

but Jesus came to show us a new way of finding our full selves.  

We may think we can secure our futures,  

but Jesus came to show us that finally  

he holds the future and we can live our lives in his secure arms. 

Jesus holds the future in his hands, praise be! 


