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In speaking and listening, writing and reading, may God be known, who 
is Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen

 In  today’s  gospel  we  are  invited  to  eavesdrop  on  a  conversation
amongst the men closest to Jesus as they follow him to Jerusalem. It’s a
conversation that as Mark tells it, follows immediately after Jesus has set
before  them,  once  again  that  he  is  on  the  way  to  Jerusalem in  the
knowledge that he will be handed over to torture and death before rising
three days later.

We might wonder then, that James and John’s first response is to ask to
be given places of honour when Jesus comes into his glory – focusing
on the hope they have in Jesus as a glorious Messiah, rather than on
the  way  he  is  setting  before  them  that  is  his  full  revelation  of  the
presence  of  God  amongst  us.  Jesus  uses  their  question  as  an
opportunity to emphasise what the immediate future will bring: “the cup”
that in the garden of Gethsemane, before his arrest, Jesus will  plead
with God to take away from him, but that he will accept, the metaphor of
the deepest suffering and death. The baptism – down through the waters
of death in total dependence of God for the life to come. James and
John say that they will  be able to follow Jesus through all this – they
accept the cost of discipleship- and Jesus takes then at their word. In
due course, they too would suffer the persecution of the earliest church.
What Jesus refuses to do, is to link this willingness to any sense of being
rewarded by a particular status in glory.

As the other disciples join the conversation, Jesus puts before them the
totally  radical  way  of  understanding  influence,  leadership  and  status
which he is revealing. 

“whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and
whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all”

Like the disciples on the road to Jerusalem, I think it is an understanding
that we have to journey close to Jesus to even begin to grasp, because
the world around us teaches something so different. Throughout history
and  across  cultures  the  model  of  achieving  greatness  might  shift



(inherited position, earned status, celebrity, social media influence) but
each is a seeking or exercising of power, not an open-ended offering
without concern for reward.

We know what the greatness that Jesus is talking about looks like, we
see it in our own families, in our own communities, and in many who
take up public services. It is in the adjustment to sharing life with a loved
one, the broken nights of early parenthood, the commitment to a friend’s
well-being  through  thick  and  thin,  the  tending  of  the  garden,  or  the
regular care of a pet. Its in the dedicated midnight prayers of the solitary,
the sister or monk. It is in the total commitment of the nursing home staff
to keeping Covid out of their home, while maintaining the morale of their
household, it’s the daily commitment of Carers to those they visit. It is
the remarkable self-offering of exhausted NHS staff through the acute
phase of a pandemic straight into trying to address the needs of those
whose suffering hasn’t gone away. It is all the above and beyond actions
of shop and petrol station staff to alleviate the supply challenges. It is the
kindness of strangers. It is the faithfulness of a good constituency MP
who advocated for the most vulnerable, from a vulnerable accessibility
that has cost him his life. It is the greatness of real love.

“The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve and to give his life
as a ransom for many”

The one who shows what it is to be truly human, and shows us what
God is like in human form tells us that he comes to give his life for the
freedom of all. This is what the service, the greatness, the love he lives
out and calls us into is about: freeing us from all  that holds us in its
control.

There is a paradox hidden in this language, in the language drawn from
slavery that Jesus is using: a ransom was the fee paid to free a person
from the ownership of someone else. Jesus tells his disciples they must
become the slaves of all, yet he gives himself to free “many”.

The journey with  Jesus is  the journey to find the full  freedom of  our
humanity which inspires us to see our lives as a gift to others: serving
not out of duty, or because it’s the only role left for us in a hierarchical
society that values people and their care too little, but  serving compelled
only by love. It’s the journey to discover that God has created us all to
find fulfilment in discovering the varied ways  in which we are gifts to
others. In Creation God gives the life of which God is the source to all



things, so we reflect that in giving life to others through our love and
generosity of spirit.

Jesus shows us that when a person’s life reflects the generosity of God
in its totality, they will encounter the resistance of all that is not loving in
the world, all that is self seeking, self defensive, abusing of power and
diminishing of others – all that is described in the bitter sweet poem of
the Servant in Isaiah, the Old Testament reading for today, and all that
the Cross reveals. The journey Jesus invites us to is the offering of that
encounter,  the  suffering of  love,  as  a  sharing in  Jesus’  baptism and
communion with the Father, the sharing of that eternal life of the Trinity
for which we are made.

It is not easy to realise or trust that our little acts of love are where true
greatness exists in the world.  I  think it  is perhaps even harder to re-
orientate our own sense of recognising greatness and influence in the
little acts of service that surround us, rather than in the trumpeting of
those who feel they are somebody to be listened to. I wonder what a
world would be like when our teenagers spend more time admiring their
neighbour  who  they  see  leave  the  house before  they do  dressed in
scrubs to do their round of helping the elderly get up safely so they can
stay  in  their  homes,  than  they  do  the  photo-shopped  influencer  on
Youtube.

Walking with Jesus to Jerusalem, the disciples were to encounter the
transformative freedom of Jesus’ love first hand and become its fearless
advocates in their  words and deeds, willing to share his baptism and
communion in full. This week may we share in the grace of that freedom
to resist the influence of the world’s version of greatness, to receive with
joy the true greatness of those who serve us, and to offer ourselves in
love to others in the ways that God guides us. Amen


