A World of Questions: What Do You Expect?
Mark 10:35-45


Poor old James and John. Zebedee’s boys had it dead wrong.


The two had a plan. They’d ask Jesus to guarantee their security, to promise they’d always be on the inside, to give them a step up from everyone else.


It’s easy for us to caricature these disciples as power hungry and self absorbed. They seem to have a set of expectations about how the world should treat them—and those expectations extend to what they should receive from Jesus.


We all know people like that. Folks who seem to think they’re entitled to certain things. People who seem oblivious to anything but their own plans. Individuals who seem to have chutzpah enough to ask for whatever they want.


But maybe we know those people so well because we are those people. Maybe there’s some James and John in each of us.

Martin Luther King, Jr., called it the “drum major instinct.” He said that deep down within each of us is “a desire to be out front, a desire to lead the parade, a desire to be first.” He argued that before we condemn James and John, we should recognize that we all have the drum major instinct—that we “all want to be important, to surpass others, to achieve distinction.”


We all also expect certain things. We may not be as bold as James and John, who were willing to state their expectations in front of everyone. But if we look deep within ourselves we can find our own set of expectations.

And it seems to be those expectations that Jesus wants to realign—even transform.
James and John seem to expect that following Jesus will give them at least two things—power and security. Those expectations shape what they ask of Jesus and how they respond to his question to them. But Jesus begins to reshape everything.

What does Jesus do when James and John ask him to give them positions of power?

Dr. King said we might think that Jesus will condemn them. We might think Jesus will say, “You are out of your place. You are selfish. Why would you raise such a question?”
But Dr. King noted that Jesus does something altogether different. In substance, Jesus says: “Oh, I see, you want to be first. You want to be great. You want to be important. You want to be significant. Well, you ought to be. If you’re going to be my disciple, you must be.”
But then Jesus reorders their expectations and says: “Yes, don’t give up this instinct. It’s a good instinct if you use it right. It’s a good instinct if you don’t distort it and pervert it. Don’t give it up. Keep feeling the need for being important. Keep feeling the need for being first. But I want you to be first in love. I want you to be first in moral excellence. I want you to be first in generosity. That is what I want you to do.” 

And Jesus transforms the situation by redefining James and John’s concept of power, “by giving a new definition of greatness.”

He tells them, “I can’t give you greatness. And really, I can’t make you first. You must earn it. True greatness comes not by favoritism, but by fitness.”

In that response Dr. King saw Jesus’ giving 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 [or she] who is greatest among you shall be your servant. That’s a new definition of greatness.”

Dr. King said the thing he liked about Jesus’ new definition is that “it means that everybody can be great, because everybody can serve.”

As Dr. King pointed out: “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 heart full of grace, a soul generated by love.”
A new definition of greatness to transform the disciples’ expectations about power. Jesus also attempts to transform their expectations about security.

When Jesus asks James and John if they’re able to drink the same cup and be baptized with the same baptism he’s received, they’re quick to answer, “Of course!”
We can’t be sure what James and John are thinking. But perhaps they’re counting on the fact that sharing anything with Jesus will have to be good. If Jesus it to achieve the political authority they expect, then sharing in the symbols of his reign will mark them as part of his inner circle and guarantee them security.

But Jesus has something else in mind. He’s not interested in fulfilling his followers’ expectations about a safe and secure life.

Instead, explains biblical scholar Marcus Borg, Jesus uses the cup and baptism as “images of death.” Jesus is speaking of his own impending death, but he’s also trying to help his disciples transform their understanding of the path that lies ahead for them.

And that path, according to Borg, is the “way of death.” Not a physical death but rather a metaphor for an internal process.
Borg sees this internal process of dying in two ways: “On one hand, it is a dying of the self as the center of its own concern. On the other hand, it is a dying to the world as the center of security and identity. These—the self and the world—are the two great rival centers to centering in God, and the path of transformation thus involves a dying to both of them. The ‘world’ to which one must die is the world of conventional wisdom, the world of ‘culture’ with its preoccupying securities; and the self which must die is the self-preoccupied self. Then is born a self which is centered in God. . . .”

Borg finds dying to be a striking metaphor for this process. “It points to the radicality of the change . . . this radical recentering brings about a change so sharp that it can be described as dying to an old life and being born into a new life.”

Dying also may have a further nuance. Borg notes that “dying is something that happens to the self as opposed to it being something that the self accomplishes. How this dying occurs varies greatly from person to person; for some, it may involve an inrushing of the Spirit, for others a severe life crisis, for others a long, gradual journey. But in any case, the central movement in dying is a handing over, a surrendering, a letting go, and a radical centering in God.”

But Borg contends we shouldn’t view Jesus’ challenge to conventional wisdom—to our expectations—as a new requirement. Doing so would make Jesus’ teaching into another form of conventional wisdom—sometimes one that’s “rather severe.” Instead, Borg encourages us to accept Jesus’ “challenge is an invitation to see things as they really are—namely, at the heart of everything is a reality that is in love with us. Thus, though his way was the narrow way . . . it was also somewhat paradoxically the easy way. It was hard especially for those who were secure within the framework of conventional wisdom; for them to die to the world meant letting go of a world which pronounced them as ‘blessed.’”


In Jesus’ day—as well as in our own—there’s always the possibility, according to Borg, that “religion becomes a legitimator of a way of life rather than invitation to a new way of life.” But Jesus turns any such expectation upside down.


Sometimes the ability to let go of expectations comes in surprising places and offers unexpected lessons. We often think of college students as being at a time in their lives when they look toward careers that can provide both power and security. How much money can I make? How quickly can I advance? What perks can I negotiate? What will my position say about me to others?

Colin Bates was a different kind of student. While studying English at Penn State, he worked with two developmentally disabled men. He described his “bosses” as being “loud without being able to speak” and “violent without understanding the consequences.” The men with whom he worked couldn’t bathe themselves, cook, or work a job.

Most of Colin’s friends had recently graduated from college. He recalls that every so often one of them would call him up to grumble about their new job, telling him how under-appreciated they felt or how they weren’t achieving the success they wanted.

Colin says he didn’t mind listening to them. After all, that’s what friends are for. Plus, listening to them also gave him perspective on his own work.


In reflecting on that time in his life, Colin wrote:


Underappreciated? Try having your hair ripped out while changing a diaper. Try having the meal you’ve prepared thrown at you. Try being spit on.


The funny thing is I love my job. I do. I know I’m young and still have a lot to learn, but here it is: I believe in helplessness, which is to say I believe we need other humans.


It isn’t enough to be what our society has dubbed as successful. What we really need are others around us engaging, nurturing, listening, and willing to sacrifice their time and agendas. I don’t care if you’re the CEO of a multibillion-dollar company or a single mother with five kids. Nobody is completely self-sufficient and so, in that way, we are all helpless. We’re helpless unto each other.”

The cool thing about the guys I work for is that they make their needs explicit. Things that take seconds for most of us, like changing socks, can take hours for them, but their vulnerability isn’t a handicap so much as an example. Being with them, encouraging them—“Yes, the socks are on! The socks are off!”—puts things into perspective.


Most of the people I know are embarrassed by what they can’t do. They see it as a sign of weakness and consequently walk around with burdened hearts. For my generation the notion that success equals fulfillment has been pounded into our brains as if it was the truth. My generation is being told that if you can’t do something alone, if you’re not smart enough or capable enough, then you’ve failed.


So far, the turning points in my life have not been the times I succeeded at something, but the times I’ve whispered, “I’m lost,” or, “Help me,” or, “I need a friend.” In becoming helpless, I’ve allowed myself to be shaped and supported by those who love me—which makes helplessness a gift.


Jesus invites James and John to put aside their expectations of power and security and open themselves to the way God’s love can shape and support them. That same invitation is open to us today. May we accept that invitation as the true gift it is and allow ourselves to be transformed by it. Amen.
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