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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

22nd Sunday after Pentecost; October 21st, 2018 

Mark 10:35-45 

“Greatness Re-defined” 

~~~~~~~~ 

 James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came forward to him 

and said to him, “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever 

we ask of you.” And he said to them, “What is it you want me to 

do for you?” And they said to him, “Grant us to sit, one at your 

right hand and one at your left, in your glory.” But Jesus said to 

them, “You do not 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?” They replied, “We are able.” Then Jesus 

said to them, “The cup that I drink you will drink; and with the 

baptism with which I am baptized, you will be baptized; but to 

sit at my right hand or at my left is not mine to grant, but it is 

for those for whom it has been prepared.”  

 When the ten heard this, they began to be angry with James 

and John. So Jesus called them and said to them, “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.”  
~~~~~~~~ 

The Gospel of the Lord. 

Praise to you, O Christ. 

If Jesus had followed the mandate of three strikes and you’re 
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out, the disciples would have been sent away for good by the 

end of chapter ten.  This particular failing started back in 

chapter eight when Jesus first told the disciples that he had to go 

through an ordeal of suffering, rejection, and death and only 

then be raised up, and Peter could not abide by what Jesus had 

said and Peter rebuked Jesus.  Jesus then told Peter to get 

behind him.  Then in chapter nine Jesus told the disciples again 

about what he was to face – the suffering, rejection, death – and 

the response of the disciples after that second prediction of 

Jesus’ passion was an argument over who was the greatest.  

And now, in chapter ten, this event follows Jesus telling the 

disciples that when they arrived in Jerusalem things would not 

go well – he would be rejected, arrested, killed.  And what were 

the disciples’ doing after this third prediction of suffering?  

James and John were wanting Jesus to give them places of 

honor on his right and on his left.  Three strikes...you’re out... 

except in the reign of God’s suffering, serving love embodied in 

Jesus. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Of the four gospel authors, Mark seems to me to be the hardest 

on the disciples.  Over and over again as Mark tells the story 

they just don’t get it.  They, according to Mark, were blind to 

what Jesus came to do.  They come across in the telling of the 

story as selfish and, at times, bumbling.  It is an interesting 

question to ask – Why?  Why is Mark so hard on the disciples, 

those closest to Jesus?  Had the disciples done something to 

Mark, whoever he was?  Was Mark wanting to carve out a 

place for himself; in other words, make the disciples look bad so 

he could assume a leadership role in the early church?   

I do not think it was any of those things; rather, I think the 
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gospel writer wanted a central teaching to arise out of the 

life-story of Jesus.  I think Mark wanted to make it clear that 

the life of following Jesus is not one of worldly fame, fortune, 

prestige – Jesus was not going to be a political king with the 

power to give his inner circle places of honor.  Following, 

emulating, acting as Jesus would act is to live a life of loving, 

sacrificial service.  Greatness is redefined by Jesus as loving 

service. 

~~~~~~~~ 

In his sermon on this passage entitled “The Drum Major 

Instinct,” Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. reminded his listeners that 

the desire to be special, to be recognized, to be first, to be great 

is universal.  Before we judge James and John, Dr. King said, 

we must look at our own lives.  Jesus did not condemn the 

disciples for wanting to be recognized – we all want to be 

recognized – but Jesus gave the disciples and us a new 

definition of what greatness is.  This is how Dr. King put it... 

 And so Jesus gave us a new norm of greatness. If you want 

to be important – wonderful. If you want to be recognized – 

wonderful. If you want to be great – wonderful. But recognize 

that he who is greatest among you shall be your servant.  That's 

a new definition of greatness. 

 And this morning, the thing that I like about it: by giving 

that definition of greatness, it means that everybody can be 

great because everybody can serve.  You don't have to have a 

college degree to serve.  You don't have to make your subject 

and your verb agree to serve. You don't have to know about 

Plato and Aristotle to serve. You don't have to know Einstein's 

theory of relativity to serve. You don't have to know the second 

theory of thermodynamics in physics to serve. You only need a 
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heart full of grace, a soul generated by love.  And you can be 

that servant. 

~~~~~~~~ 

That message of loving, self-giving service as the measure of 

greatness in the kin-dom of God seems to be the central theme 

of Mark’s telling of the Jesus story.  To follow Jesus, to be 

great in the realm of God’s reign of love embodied in Jesus is to 

be a servant, and everyone can serve.   

 

Yet, there is another dimension to this call to greatness of 

service.  We might want to put this as a law by which we have 

to live... we have to serve to be in right relationship with God.  

We might think we have to serve to be loved of God.  Service 

of neighbors, then, becomes our new law and if we fail then we 

are guilty and we separate ourselves from God’s favor.  We 

might think of service this way, and we’d be wrong to do so. 

 

God in Jesus has no three strikes you’re out law... Jesus is 

teaching the way of wisdom, but no matter if we are wise or 

foolish, God’s love toward us is unshakeable.   Jesus is God’s 

pure, unbounded grace. God’s love for us is sure and cannot be 

changed.  The question, then, becomes how do we embody that 

love and where does it lead us and how does it impact our lives 

in this world?  Jesus’ wisdom teaches us that loving, sacrificial 

service is a path to greatness and a path to a meaningful and 

fulfilling life.  Service in love becomes a way of wisdom that 

can lead to abundant life.  Servant love and acts of service to 

our neighbors are not about making God love us more; rather, it 

is about embodying that love and finding lives that matter. 

~~~~~~~~~ 
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In his book Living a Life that Matters, Rabbi Harold S. Kushner 

(who also wrote the best-seller When Bad Things Happen to 

Good People) wrote this:  

 I have visited communities in Florida populated almost 

entirely by elderly widows and widowers doing nothing but 

killing time, watching television programs whose dialogue they 

can’t hear, shopping for cosmetics they don’t need, just to have 

something to do.  And I have visited other communities where 

the elderly go into the public schools to serve lunches and tutor 

children with reading problems, and where students from a 

local college interview them for an oral-history documentary 

about what life was like in America in the early twentieth 

century. 

 Psychologist Erik Erikson has written that people 

approaching the last chapters of their lives have to choose 

between stagnation and generativity.  He defines stagnation as 

thinking only about ourselves: How do I feel today? What 

aches?  Who calls me, and who ignores me?  Generativity is 

worrying about the next generation and what sort of world we 

are leaving them.  Needless to say, generativity is the healthy 

choice.  It pulls us out of ourselves and gives us a role to play 

in the world (p.132).  

~~~~~~~~ 

The point here is that to serve others in a loving spirit is the path 

to greatness in God’s reign of love.  It may cost us some 

comfort and ease and it may even lead to baptisms of suffering 

and worldly shame – as it finally did for Jesus and then later for 

James and John and all  the closest followers of Jesus –  but it 

also leads to a sense of purpose and place in the unfolding of 

God’s future for the world.  We can find our place in this 
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in-breaking of God’s love by practicing a daily walk of loving, 

self-giving service. 

~~~~~~~~ 

A story from the Desert Fathers makes the point... 

 A brother (in the monastery) once put this question to one 

of the elders: “There are two brothers, one of whom remains 

praying in his cell, fasting six days a week, and practicing much 

austerity.  The other spends all his time taking care of the sick.  

Which one’s work is more pleasing to God?”  

 The elder replied, “If the brother who fasts and prayers 

were to hang himself up by the nose, he would not equal even 

one act of kindness of the one who takes care of the sick (from The 

Heart of the Enlightened by Anthony de Mello, S.J., pps. 152-153).  
~~~~~~~~ 

God has shown us in Jesus what is good... what does the Lord 

require of us... what is the path to wholeness, purpose, 

well-being in God’s kin-dom... it is to serve one another in love.  

Thanks be to God for the revelation of a path to greatness. 


