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This meditation is to mark another Sunday, on whatever day of the week it is that we get 

to it!  I’m going to return to the gospel reading prescribed by the lectionary for this 

Sunday, a reading where the wisdom and the joy that Jesus was 2,000 years ago, sweeps 

out of the distant past on the wings of God’s Spirit and claims us for the work of love, 

which is what Jesus now is!  Come, let us open our hearts, minds, and spirits to that 

miracle as we turn to God in prayer:   

 

As Jesus is your light for this world, O God, 

 so, give us courage to live in that light: 

may we rule in servanthood; 

 may we become first by placing ourselves last; 

may we find our lives in loosing them to you, amen. 

 

 Hymn suggestion: VU264 ‘Immortal, Invisible, God Only Wise’ 

 

 

Mark 10:35-45 ‘James and John have a request’ 

 

James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came forward to Jesus, saying, “Teacher, we 

want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.”  Jesus said, “What is it you want me to 

do for you?”  They replied, “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, 

when you come into your glory.”  Jesus responded, “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, “Yes, we are!”  So, Jesus said, “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.”  

 

When the other disciples heard about this, they became angry with James and John.  

So, Jesus called them all, saying “You know that among the Gentiles those whom they 

recognize as their rulers lord it over the people, and tyrannize them.  It is not so among 

you, for whoever wishes to become great among you must first be a 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.”  

 

 

Sermon: ‘Leading and Serving’ 

Eternal God, make your Word of life come alive to us now – help us to understand it 

better, then help us to live with its joy!  For the sake of your love this we pray, amen. 

 

The various readings that we’ve had from Mark since Pentecost have formed a sort of 

‘Clinic in Discipleship, even if, at many points, it might have been easier to focus on the 

disciple’s missteps, than appreciate Mark’s discipleship lessons!  Well, we had better be 

careful because Mark also makes it only too clear that ‘we’ are ‘them!’  So, with that 
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caution ever close at hand, let’s start to think about today’s discipleship lesson in terms of 

three interconnected ideas. 

  

First of all, let’s think about how this passage illustrates that negativity is never a good 

place to start, about how it’s never wise to criticize, condemn, or complain without a 

really constructive reason to do so!  It’s quite the portrait of the disciples that Mark paints 

today, is it not?  James and John get the idea that they are better than the other disciples – 

Jesus, they ask, can we have special privileges when we get to heaven!  Meanwhile, just 

like angry children in a playground, the other disciples become jealous that two of their 

own would ask for special treatment!  Well, with 2,000 years of hindsight, I think that we 

can now see that all of those thoughts come out of a sense of superiority and implied 

criticism – “I’m more important than you are!”  But Jesus’ teaching calls us, not to react 

in kind, but to figure out why others do what they do, and then to use empathy in order to 

relate with them.  Look, a neighbour of ours once had some real difficulties with their 

dog.  ‘Bailey’ was a Wheaton Terrier who developed a huge alpha complex and, in terms 

of behaviour, had real difficulty accepting guidance or correction.  So, my neighbours 

paid to have a company come in and work with Bailey in order to ‘rewire’ his sense of 

motivation.  That company, an outfit with the amazing name of ‘Bark Busters,’ had a 

very interesting principle that guided all of their actions.  That principle went like this:  

training goes more easily, extends much deeper, and lasts much longer, if the animal 

learns through positive reinforcement as opposed to punishment.  Well, if that’s the case 

for dogs, how much more so is it true for humans?  Don’t we also have an obligation to 

use positive, not negative, reinforcement? 

 

And, so, on to today’s second idea: let’s always use appreciation when we’re dealing with 

others!  When you stop to think about it, there’s only one way under high heaven that we 

can ever get someone to do something, and that’s by helping the other person want to do 

it!  William James, the great man who stands at the beginning of American psychiatric 

practice, once said: “One of the deepest motivations in all human nature comes from the 

desire to be appreciated.”  Steve Jones is a janitor at an elementary school who, 

unfortunately, built himself a very negative reputation.  The children at the school were 

frightened of him, the teachers were annoyed by him, and the parents were worried about 

how he might be a negative influence on their children!  One day, a new principal came 

to that school and a miracle began to happen.  You see, whenever Steve did something 

positive, the principal would praise Steve in front of everyone.  “Oh, thank you, Mr. 

Jones – what a great job you do!  We appreciate your good work so much!”  Then, slowly 

but surely, Steve got better and better and better; he began to live out the compliments 

that the principal was giving him!  Oh, have no doubt about it – appreciation can work 

wonders!  To quote again from Jesus: “The Son of Man came not to be served, but to 

serve” (Mark 10:45).   

   

Finally, let’s think about today’s reading from Mark’s gospel from a third perspective:  

relationship works best when we learn to look at things from the other person’s point of 
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view!  Look, I love pie!  I love cherry pie, I love apple pie, I love lemon meringue pie, I 

love blueberry pie, I love strawberry-rhubarb pie, I just love pie!  But, if I were to go 

fishing, as much as I might love pie, you got to know that I won’t catch any fish if I put 

pie on my fishing line!  We have to ‘feed’ others what they want, not what we want!  

Now I know, there’s a time-honoured adage that goes, do unto others as you’d have them 

do unto you!’  But, using what psychology has shown us over the last century, we can 

now see that that’s simply wrong!  I may love pie, and I may honestly believe that I’m 

doing someone a great service by offering them pie, since it’s such a treat for me, but one 

person’s treasure can be another’s trash!  So, we shouldn’t ever do unto others what we’d 

have them do unto us; we should give others what we do our level best to learn that 

they’d like to receive!’  Just think of James and John in today’s gospel lection – they were 

so self-absorbed, so focussed on their own realities, that they became like lemmings, 

those hamster-like animals that are famous for being so self-absorbed that they walk off 

cliffs.  Now, that’s no way to find the wonder and joy of life!  Wonder and joy, well, 

that’s what comes from internalizing Jesus’ values – by making Jesus’ values the basis 

for how we choose to live life!  Then, as we live with those values – not just when it’s 

convenient, but all the time! – that’s when leading by serving becomes, not a matter of 

being second best, but a matter of second nature! 

  

I once came across a great story that captures what’s going on in behind all that – it’s 

called, ‘The Cookie Thief’ and it’s written by Valerie Cox.  A woman was waiting at an 

airport, with several long hours before her flight. She bought a book in a gift shop, along 

with a bag of cookies, and sat down in the waiting lounge.  She quickly became so 

engrossed in her book that she hardly noticed the man who sat down beside her and, as 

bold as bold could be, grabbed a cookie from the bag between them.  The woman tried to 

ignore him, because she didn’t want to make a scene, but that became increasingly hard to 

do as that gutsy ‘Cookie Thief’ just kept helping himself!  The woman got more and more 

irritated as the minutes ticked by, thinking, “If I wasn’t so nice, I would blacken his eye!”  

So, things went until there was only one cookie left.  With a smile on his face, he took 

that last cookie, broke it in half, and offered her the one half as he ate the other.  Well, she 

snatched that last half-cookie from him, thinking, ‘Oh, brother, have you ever got a 

nerve!’  The woman sighed with relief when her flight was called, gathered her 

belongings, and headed to the gate, refusing to look back at that nasty cookie thief.  She 

boarded the plane, sank in her seat, and reached into her bag to get out the book that she’d 

been reading.  But, gasping with surprise, her hand found a completely full bag of cookies 

there in her bag!  If mine are here unopened, she moaned in despair, then the others were 

his, which he had been only too happy to share. Too late to apologize, she realized with 

grief, that she had been the cookie thief, not him! 

    

Let’s not be ‘cookie thieves’ ourselves!  And, in order to do that, let’s remember that we 

can always hold on to our criticism, that we can always be appreciative, and that we can 

always learn to look at life from the other person’s point of view!  If we always do those 



A Meditation for Oct 17/21, ‘Proper 24 in Year B’ – pg. 4 
By the Rev. Warren Ball of Mt. Albert United Church 

 

simple, little things, well, that’s when we’ll end up getting the very most out of life, and 

that’s when we’ll end up becoming first by being last.  Amen?  Oh, yes; amen!   

 

Come, let us turn back to God now in prayer; come, let us pray: Gracious God, you give 

strength to the weary, forgiveness to the distraught, and courage to those who have lost 

heart!  So, receive our prayers today!  Help us to see all the temptations that are around us 

for what they really are and then help us to live with your integrity to withstand those 

temptations.  Enable us to better understand the causes of strife; help us to better see 

things from the other person’s point of view; teach us to grow in unity with all your 

people, regardless of race, colour, sexual orientation, or creed.  Then, in and around all of 

that, help us to become your servant-leaders in this world!   

 

God, as a potter fashions a vessel from inanimate clay, so reshape us all over again into 

living new creations!  Shape us day by day, through relationship, until we live with you 

as nearly as we breathe, until all our actions become as living prayers, and we see you in 

our neighbours’ faces. 

 

We pray now, God, for all those people who are struggling in one way or another right 

now.  We pray, too, for all the places in this world where there is hardship.  We also pray 

for our ongoing struggle with the COVID pandemic, that life may slowly return to 

normal.  In the silence of the next moments, O God, we pray that you touch the deep 

burdens that our spirits bear today:  moment of silence.   

 

All that I have named with my words, all that lies yet too deep for words to touch, we 

bring to you, God, as now we take those words that Jesus once taught us and pray 

together a contemporary version of Christ’s Prayer:   

 

Holy God, who is heaven:  hallowed be your name, followed be your way and done 

be your will throughout creation.  Feed us with the bread that we need for today and 

forgive us for the hurts that we cause others, even as we learn to forgive those who 

hurt us.  Strengthen us in times of temptation and free us from the grip of all that is 

evil, for you reign in the glory of the power that is love, now and forever, amen.                                

 

 

 Hymn suggestion: VU567 ‘Will You Come and Follow Me’ 

 

 

God has made us to lead by serving.  Let’s go do that now with the love of God, the grace 

of Jesus, our Christ, and the constant companionship of the Holy Spirit, amen! 

 

 


