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IMPORTANT SEATS

James and John, the sons of Zebedee, come up to Jesus and ask a question every child has asked of a Teacher/Mom/Dad, “We want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.” In other words, “Please say ‘Yes’ now to what we are about to ask.” Now what Teacher/Parent would agree to that?  Jesus just recently set before them a child as a model for discipleship (9:36), but the disciples missed the point.  Instead of following Jesus in childlike trust, James and John use a childish strategy to manipulate him to say “Yes.”

Like any wise teacher/parent, Jesus delays his approval until he asks, “What is it you want me to do for you?” (10:36). Please remember this question because we will continue to hear it today and next Sunday. It’s an important question: “What is it you want me to do for you?

James and John give their request to Jesus: “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory.” (10:37). I have placed our two big pulpit chairs out front to symbolize their request. Jesus responds, “You do not know what you are asking.” (10:38). They ask for places at the right and left of Jesus and continue to hope that the trip up to Jerusalem will, in spite of Jesus’ prediction, end in religious and political victory for this small band from Galilee. They do not know that two robbers will in fact occupy the crosses on each side of Jesus. Jesus' throne will be a cross and his crown one of thorns. Jesus says, “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?”(10:38). James and John quickly respond, “Yes! We can do it!” 


They just don’t get it. And neither do we. Jesus uses symbols we still use in worship: the communion cup and the baptismal waters. When we think of baptism and communion, we often think of unity, comfort, peace and joy. Jesus, however, sees both of these as symbols of the dangers and risks of being on a journey with him. “Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?” Jesus asks you and me today, and we confidently shout, “Yes! We can do it!” and Jesus shakes his head and whispers, “You do not know what you are asking.” Then Jesus promises them and us that we will, in fact, drink his cup of suffering and experience his baptism into death, but he does not have the authority to give us seats of honor. 

When the ten heard this, they began to be angry with James and John. (10:41). I don’t think the other ten disciples were angry at James and John for making such a request. I believe they were angry because the sons of Zebedee asked for seats of power before the other ten could ask the question. James and John yelled “shotgun seat!” before the others did. You know, no one is angrier than a thief who just had his house robbed!


We are not angry with James and John. We are embarrassed for them. They just don’t get it. Immediately after Jesus tells them FOR THE THIRD TIME that he will suffer and die in Jerusalem in the coming days, they ask for seats of power in his kingdom. They just don’t get Jesus.  In his commentary on Mark’s gospel, Lamar Williamson says, “The disciples have heard Jesus' words, but they have the music all wrong. They still dance to the world's tune.” 1 We are embarrassed for them. 

I think the early church was embarrassed for them too. Mark is the earliest gospel account, and he tells this story. A couple of decades later Luke does not mention their request but offers Jesus’ response. Matthew tells this story but in 20:20 he brings in the boys’ mother and she asks Jesus to give them seats of power. This question by the sons of Zebedee is embarrassing for the early church and for us. And I think I know why. 
ZEBEDEE DNA

You see, we all have Zebedee DNA in our genes. 2 It’s so easy to kick James and John around the room for being so obtuse. When we watch this story develop, we think we are innocent bystanders watching a show on TV. Are we, however, looking in the mirror? I know I am. I want to be great. I want to sit near power and recognition. I have Zebedee DNA and I think you do, too! 

If we have the same Zebedee DNA, I want to know why James and John ask for glory and seats of power. Why do they so easily capitulate to the culture’s values of power and status? Well, for one thing, they don’t understand Jesus. Mark’s main point in his gospel story is that no matter how many times Jesus shows and tells them who he is, they just don’t get it. They are blind to who Jesus really is and it takes a blind Bartimaeus at the end of the road near Jerusalem for someone to see who Jesus really is. They just don’t understand Jesus.


Also, Mark says they are afraid (10:32). Jesus keeps talking about how he will be treated in the political/religious seat of power in Jerusalem, and they probably think, “If this will happen to Jesus, what about us?” They are afraid and are grasping for security. I believe that we, like the sons of Zebedee, are afraid and do not really understand Jesus.  

I realize that churches have Zebedee DNA as well. Baptists have struggled with this DNA for four hundred years. When our son was smaller and we were talking about something going on at church, he would sometimes say, “Well, Dad, just do what you want to do! You’re the boss at church!” I would often say, “Neil, you don’t understand a Baptist church!” We are democratic and say that no one runs our church, but you know as well as I that the Zebedee DNA is in every church. In my ministry I have seen all sorts of leaders have final say in a church: a pastor, a staff member, a secretary, the deacons, the finance team, or the trustees. James and John are alive and well in just about every Baptist church. 


One way we address this Zebedee DNA in Vienna Baptist Church is when we gather each month for communion. In some churches (and even in most Baptist churches), you cannot have a communion service without it being administered by an ordained clergy of the denomination and served by ordained lay persons. Watch closely when Vienna Baptist Church offers communion. Ordained and unordained serve communion. Usually a pastor helps administer, but not always. And notice that the person leading does not give the plates to the servers and does not serve himself or herself. We all serve one another. I have learned in my short term here that communion is central to our identity as a Baptist church and that in communion “we serve one another.” 

And that is exactly how Jesus defines greatness: “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.” (10:43-45)

Every disciple of Jesus is great when we “deacon” (which is the word for “serve” here). No, we don’t all need to be ordained deacons in the organizational structure of the church. We are all called to “deacon”—to serve. Each person can serve. To begin our PowerPoint slides today, Sheila Hodges placed on our screen a quotation from that Baptist preacher, Martin Luther King, Jr.: “Everybody can be great because everybody can serve. . . . You only need a heart full of grace, a soul generated by love, and you can be that servant. 3 


Jesus asks, “You want to be great? Wonderful! I want you to be great. Everybody can be great because everybody can serve.” As we serve we will, as Jesus did, learn obedience. When the author of Hebrews tells us about Jesus, he remarks that although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered (Hebrews 5:8). Mark says the same thing when he quotes Jesus as saying, “For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” (Mark 10:45).

But not only are individual disciples called to serve. The church also deals with our Zebedee DNA and we can easily become hierarchical and expect seats of power and prestige. In my lifetime I have seen the status of the local Baptist church decline in the community. We used to be asked to sit at the head table at community banquets and to offer prayers for football games and community gatherings. Now we are not even invited.


Some miss “the good old days.” I am thankful that the church has not been invited to the head table so that now we can go where we belong and where Jesus calls us during those banquets: to serve in the kitchen. Nothing confronts the seduction of our Zebedee DNA like taking up a towel and washing dishes and perhaps the feet of others who are also washing dishes. 
WHAT DO YOU WANT?


“What is it you want me to do for you?” Jesus asks every disciple and every church. We usually answer, “We want a big budget, big buildings, lots of people (especially parents with children), and a successful youth program. We want an entertaining worship service with humor, songs we like to sing, and concert-like performances. We want power, prestige and recognition here in Vienna. 

I have been reading lots of books and listening to lots of speakers in regard to how each local church is called to navigate in these difficult days of higher costs, higher expectations, lower giving, and older buildings. What I am hearing consistently is that what is going on today, not just in our church but in most churches, can be a very good thing. We have lived for over 1500 years with the church and government in James and John’s two seats of power in the community. The Baptist church today, as well as the Christian church, has lost our seat of power in the culture. Our Zebedee DNA is not being fed as it has in the past. It’s time for us to go back to the situation where the early church began: not at the prominent seat at the banquet table but back to service in the kitchen.

Let me say this clearly. I believe the future health for each disciple and the future health of Vienna Baptist Church depends on how we answer Jesus’ question:  “What is it you want me to do for you?” We respond, “We want to be great!” Jesus says, “I want you to be great, too, but great in service.” 

Jesus asks us, “What is it you want me to do for you? Do we want to be a lord and tyrant or a servant and slave? 

Jesus asks us, “What is it you want me to do for you?  Do we want to rely on our blood kinship with James and John  or do we want to be known as adopted sons and daughters of God?

Jesus asks us, “What is it you want me to do for you?” Do we want to emphasize our Zebedee DNA or our water baptism with Jesus? 

Jesus asks us, “What is it you want me to do for you? Do we want to be placed in positions of power over others or do we want Jesus to send us someone to serve?


Jesus asks us, “What is it you want me to do for you? Do we want to be consoled, understood and loved, or do we wish to pray with St. Francis of Assisi (1182-1226):

O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek


To be consoled . . . as to console.


To be understood . . . as to understand.


To be loved . . . as to love.


For it is in giving . . . that we receive,


It is in pardoning . . . that we are pardoned,


It is in dying . . . that we are born to eternal life.


Jesus asks each of us and asks Vienna Baptist Church, “What is it you want me to do for you?” Please reflect on this question, take the slip of paper given to you today when you came in, and write your response to Jesus. We will bring our responses forward during the hymn. Jesus asks, “What is it you want me to do for you? What do you want?
1 Lamar Williamson, Interpretation: Mark, 1983, page 193

2 David B. Howell, Feasting on the Word, Year B, Volume 4, 2009, page 190, quoting Jana Childers
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